
		[image: Cubierta]

	
		
			
				Índice

				
						
						Cubierta
					

						
						Sinopsis
					

						
						Portadilla
					

						
						Prefacio
					

						
						Introducción
					

						
						
							Sir gawain y el caballero verde
						
					

						
						Conferencia sobre Sir Gawain en memoria de W.P. Ker
					

						
						Perla
					

						
						Sir Orfeo
					

						
						Glosario
					

						
						Apéndice
					

						
						
							La despedida de Gawain
						
					

						
						Notas
					

						
						Créditos
					

				

			

			
				Navegación estructural

				
						Portada

						Portadilla

						Índice

						Comenzar a leer

						Notas

						Créditos

				

			

		

	

		

			Gracias por adquirir este eBook


			
Visita Planetadelibros.com y descubre una
nueva forma de disfrutar de la lectura



			

				

					

				

				

				

				

	

¡Regístrate y accede a contenidos exclusivos!


					Primeros capítulos
Fragmentos de próximas publicaciones
Clubs de lectura con los autores
Concursos, sorteos y promociones
Participa en presentaciones de libros



						[image: ]



				

				


					

							

							Comparte tu opinión en la ficha del libro
y en nuestras redes sociales:



								[image: Facebook]    

								[image: Twitter]    

								[image: Instagram]    

								[image: Youtube]    

								[image: Linkedin]

							


							
Explora      Descubre      Comparte



						

					


				

			


		


		

			

			


		


	
		
			SINOPSIS

			Este libro reúne las traducciones en verso aliterativo de Tolkien de tres poemas clásicos medievales, además de la aclamada conferencia de Tolkien sobre Sir Gawain.

			En Sir Gawain y el Caballero Verde un misterioso caballero vestido de verde se presenta en la corte del Rey Arturo durante las Navidades para un desafío de caballería. Sir Orfeo es una versión medieval de la historia de Orfeo y Eurídice, un amor tan fuerte que venció a la muerte. Pearl es la conmovedora historia de un hombre que llora a su hija en un cementerio.
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			PREFACIO

			Cuando mi padre, el profesor J. R. R. Tolkien, murió en 1973, dejó inéditas sus traducciones de los poemas medievales ingleses Sir Gawain y el Caballero Verde, Perla y Sir Orfeo. Ya existía una versión de su traducción de Perla hace más de treinta años, aunque fue muy revisada posteriormente; y la de Sir Gawain poco después de 1950, que se emitió por radio en el tercer canal de la BBC en 1953. Su versión de Sir Orfeo también fue compuesta hace muchos años, y pienso que la había dejado a un lado durante mucho tiempo; mas estoy seguro de que deseaba verla publicada.

			Deseaba ofrecer tanto una introducción general como un comentario; y fue en gran parte porque no pudo decidir la forma que debían adoptar, que las traducciones permanecieron inéditas. Por una parte, buscaba sin duda un público que no conociera los poemas originales; sobre su traducción de Perla dejó escrito: «La Perla merece ciertamente ser escuchada por los amantes de la poesía inglesa que no tienen la oportunidad o el deseo de dominar su difícil lenguaje. A esos lectores les ofrezco esta traducción». Pero también escribió: «Una traducción puede ser una forma útil de comentario; y esta versión puede ser aceptable incluso para aquellos que ya conocen el original y poseen ediciones con todo su aparato crítico». Quiso, pues, explicar el fundamento de su versión en pasajes discutibles; y, en efecto, una gran cantidad de trabajo editorial no mostrado se esconde tras sus traducciones que no sólo reflejan su vasto estudio de la lengua y la métrica de los originales, sino que también fueron en cierta medida su inspiración. Como él mismo escribió: «Estas traducciones se hicieron por primera vez hace mucho tiempo para mi propia instrucción, ya que un traductor debe primero tratar de descubrir con la mayor precisión posible lo que su original significa, y por medio de una atención cada vez más estrecha puede ser conducido a entenderlo mejor por sí mismo. Desde que empecé, he estudiado muy de cerca el lenguaje de estos textos y, ciertamente, he aprendido más sobre ellos de lo que sabía cuando empecé a traducirlos».

			Pero el comentario nunca se escribió, y la introducción no pasó del punto de partida tentativo. Mi preocupación al preparar este libro ha sido que siguiera siendo suyo; y no he proporcionado ningún comentario. Aquellos lectores a los que más deseaba llegar sabrán que en los pasajes de duda o dificultad estas traducciones son el producto de un largo escrutinio de los originales, y de un gran esfuerzo por plasmar sus conclusiones en una interpretación a la vez precisa y métrica; y para las explicaciones y discusiones de detalle hay que remitirse a las ediciones de los originales. Pero los lectores que desconocen por completo estos poemas desearán saber algo sobre ellos; y me pareció que, si fuera posible, las traducciones deberían presentarse con las palabras del propio traductor, que dedicó tanto tiempo y reflexión a estas obras. Por lo tanto, he compuesto las partes introductorias y explicativas del libro de la siguiente manera.

			La primera parte de la Introducción, sobre el autor de Sir Gawain y Perla, procede de las notas de mi padre. La segunda sección, sobre Sir Gawain, es (en forma ligeramente reducida) una charla radiofónica que dio tras las emisiones de su traducción. Para la tercera sección, el único escrito suyo sobre Perla que he podido encontrar adecuado a mi propósito era el borrador original de un ensayo que se publicó posteriormente en forma revisada. Después de que mi padre y el profesor E. V. Gordon colaboraran en la edición de Sir Gawain, que se publicó en 1925, empezaron a trabajar en una edición de Perla.1 Ese libro fue casi enteramente obra del profesor Gordon, pero mi padre contribuyó a él con una pequeña parte de la Introducción, y el ensayo se reproduce aquí en la forma que finalmente adoptó como resultado de su colaboración. Su aparición aquí ha sido posible gracias a la generosidad de la Sra. I. L. Gordon. También deseo agradecer a los delegados de Clarendon Press su permiso para utilizarlo.

			No he encontrado ningún escrito de mi padre sobre Sir Orfeo. Por lo tanto, de acuerdo con mis intenciones generales para el libro, me he limitado a añadir una breve nota factual sobre el texto.

			Dado que uno de los principales objetivos de estas traducciones era preservar fielmente la métrica de los originales, pensé que el libro debía contener, para quienes lo desearan, una descripción de la versificación de Sir Gawain y Perla. La sección sobre Sir Gawain se compone de borradores hechos para la charla introductoria a las emisiones radiofónicas de la traducción, pero nunca utilizados en ella; y la de Perla se compone de otras notas inéditas. Hay muy poco en estas descripciones (y nada que sea cuestión de opinión) que no esté en las propias palabras de mi padre.

			Es inevitable que, al utilizar materiales escritos en épocas y con fines diferentes, el resultado no sea totalmente homogéneo; pero me pareció mejor aceptar esta consecuencia que no utilizarlos en absoluto.

			A su muerte, mi padre aún no había decidido la forma que debía tomar cada verso en las traducciones. Al elegir entre versiones opuestas, he intentado determinar su última intención, que en la mayoría de los casos he podido descubrir con bastante certeza.

			En esta edición se incluye Sir Gawain y el Caballero Verde, la conferencia en memoria de W. P. Ker pronunciada por mi padre el 15 de abril de 1953 en la Universidad de Glasgow. De ella parece que ahora sólo existe un único texto, una copia mecanografiada realizada después de la conferencia (lo que posiblemente sugiere una intención de publicarlo), como se desprende de lo señalado en la p. 232: «Aquí se leyeron en voz alta traducidas las escenas de las tentaciones». La traducción de mi padre de Sir Gawain en verso aliterativo en inglés moderno había sido terminada muy recientemente. Esta traducción fue emitida en forma dramatizada por la BBC en diciembre de 1953 (repetida al año siguiente), y la introducción al poema que incluyo aquí (p. 17) está tomada de la charla radiofónica que siguió a las emisiones: ésta, aunque muy breve, está estrechamente relacionada con la conferencia aquí impresa.

			Hay algunas cuestiones menores relativas a su presentación que deben mencionarse. A pesar de que mi padre afirma (p. 217) que «cuando sea imprescindible citar algo, utilizaré una traducción que acabo de terminar», en realidad no lo hizo así, ya que varias citas importantes aparecen en el original. Sin embargo, esto no parece tener ninguna importancia, por lo que las he remplazado por la traducción en dichos casos. Además, la traducción de entonces difería en muchos detalles de redacción de la versión revisada publicada en 1975; en todas esas diferencias he utilizado esta última versión. No he insertado las «escenas de las tentaciones» en el momento en que mi padre las recitó al pronunciar la conferencia, porque si se recogen íntegramente ocupan unos 350 versos, y no hay ninguna indicación en el texto de cómo las redujo. Por último, dado que algunos lectores prefieren remitirse a la traducción antes que al poema original (editado por J. R. R. Tolkien y E. V. Gordon, segunda edición revisada por N. Davis, Oxford 1967), ya que aquélla sólo da números de estrofa y ésta sólo números de verso, he optado por dar ambos: así, 40.970 significa que el verso 970 se encuentra en la estrofa 40.

			Al final del libro he incluido un breve glosario. En la última página figuran unos versos traducidos por mi padre de un poema inglés medieval. Los tituló «La despedida de Gawain», en clara referencia al pasaje de Sir Gawain en el que Gawain abandona el castillo de Sir Bertilak para ir a la cita en la Capilla Verde. El poema original no tiene relación con Sir Gawain; los versos traducidos son, de hecho, las tres primeras estrofas y la última de un poema algo más largo que se encuentra en un grupo poemas líricos con estribillos, del siglo xiv, contenidos en el manuscrito Vernon de la Biblioteca Bodleiana de Oxford.

			
				Christopher Tolkien

			

			Nota del editor

			Como señala Christopher Tolkien en su prefacio, Sir Gawain y el Caballero Verde, Perla y Sir Orfeo fue el primer libro de J.R.R. Tolkien editado por él mismo para su publicación póstuma. De hecho, el trabajo editorial comenzó poco después de la muerte de su padre. Entre los papeles de Christopher se encuentra una carta que escribió a Rayner Unwin, mientras trabajaba en la edición en 1974, en la que menciona haber encontrado el fragmento de un poema totalmente diferente traducido por su padre y titulado por él, «La despedida de Gawain», y sugiere que podría incluirse, a lo que Rayner accedió con entusiasmo. El hecho de que Christopher haya colocado este «descubrimiento» discretamente al final del libro, con escasas explicaciones, es una muestra de la cuidadosa administración de la obra de su padre.

			Durante la preparación de esta nueva edición, Christopher se percató de un rasgo notable presente en el manuscrito de su padre de «La despedida de Gawain» (reproducido en las cubiertas interiores de esta edición). Inmediatamente después de la estrofa final aparece un borrador de parte del Canto inicial de la «Gesta de Beren y Lúthien». El borrador sigue muy de cerca el texto A reproducido en Las Baladas de Beleriand (p.157), aunque lo precede, ya que contiene un pareado alternativo después del verso 12:

			
				From England unto Eglamar

				o’er folk and field and lands afar.2

			

			Christopher señaló que la prueba de que ambos textos fueron compuestos no más tarde de 1929 puede verse en la crítica que C.S. Lewis hizo a J.R.R. Tolkien tras leer el poema la noche del 6 de diciembre de 1929, en la que Lewis citó la frase «dulces eran las carnes» (Las Baladas de Beleriand, p. 315). Estas palabras desaparecieron de las versiones posteriores a medida que Tolkien reescribía el texto, muy probablemente como consecuencia directa de las críticas de Lewis. Christopher llegó a la conclusión de que, por lo tanto, se puede afirmar con razonable certeza que J. R. R. Tolkien tenía en mente a Sir Gawain incluso cuando trabajaba en el poema que se convertiría en La Balada de Leithian.

			Cuando Christopher y yo empezamos a trabajar en esta nueva edición, se pretendía que el propio Christopher revisara su introducción para compartir dicho descubrimiento, pero finalmente no pudo hacerlo, pues había puesto su pluma a descansar por última vez: murió el 16 de enero de 2020. Es apropiado que, al recordar cuarenta y cinco años de dedicado servicio al legado de su padre, y gracias al incesante amor de Christopher por los escritos de su padre, podamos encontrar un renovado placer y aprecio por la obra de J.R.R. Tolkien. Y, en «La despedida de Gawain», una adecuada coda a la obra de padre e hijo.

			
				‘For now at last I take my leave…’

			

			
				«Al fin ya sí que me consigo despedir...»

			

			
				Chris Smith

			

		

	
		
			INTRODUCCIÓN

			I

			Sir Gawain y el Caballero Verde y Perla se encuentran en el mismo manuscrito único, hoy conservado en el Museo Británico. Ninguno de los dos poemas lleva título. Junto a ellos hay otros dos poemas, también sin título, que ahora se conocen como Pureza (o Limpieza) y Paciencia. Los cuatro están escritos con la misma caligrafía, que podemos fechar en números redondos hacia 1400; es pequeña, angulosa, irregular y a menudo difícil de leer, aparte de la decoloración de la tinta con el paso del tiempo. Pero se trata de la escritura manuscrita del copista, no del autor. En efecto, nada permite afirmar que los cuatro poemas sean obra del mismo poeta, pero tras un estudio comparativo muy minucioso se ha llegado a la convicción general de que lo son.

			Nada se sabe de este autor. Pero fue uno de los principales poetas de su época, y pensar que su nombre haya caído en el olvido es algo solemne, como un recordatorio de las grandes lagunas de ignorancia sobre las que ahora tejemos las finas redes de nuestra historia literaria. Pero todavía se puede aprender algo de este escritor a través de sus obras. Era un hombre de mente seria y devota, aunque no exento de humor; le interesaba la teología y tenía algunos conocimientos sobre ella, aunque tal vez más como aficionado que como profesional; tenía conocimientos de latín y francés y era un buen lector de libros franceses, tanto románticos como instructivos; pero su hogar estaba en las Midlands occidentales3 de Inglaterra: así lo demuestra su lengua, su métrica y su paisaje.

			Su vida activa debió de transcurrir en la segunda mitad del siglo xiv, por lo que fue contemporáneo de Chaucer; pero mientras que Chaucer nunca se ha convertido en un libro cerrado, y se ha seguido leyendo con placer desde el siglo xv, Sir Gawain y el Caballero Verde y Perla son prácticamente ininteligibles para los lectores modernos. De hecho, en su época, los adjetivos «oscuro» y «duro» probablemente habrían sido aplicados a estos poemas por la mayoría de las personas que disfrutaban con las obras de Chaucer. Chaucer era oriundo de Londres y del populoso sudeste de Inglaterra, y la lengua que utilizó con naturalidad ha demostrado ser la base del inglés estándar y del inglés literario de épocas posteriores; el tipo de verso que compuso fue el que los poetas ingleses utilizaron mayoritariamente durante los quinientos años siguientes. Pero la lengua de este autor desconocido de las Midlands occidentales, mucho menos pobladas y más conservadoras, su gramática, su estilo y su vocabulario eran, en muchos aspectos, distintos de los de Londres y estaban fuera de la vía principal del desarrollo lingüístico inevitable; y en Sir Gawain y el Caballero Verde utilizó la antigua métrica inglesa que había llegado de la antigüedad, ese tipo de verso que ahora se denomina «aliterativo». Su objetivo era lograr efectos muy diferentes de los que se conseguían con los metros rimados y silábicos derivados de Francia e Italia; a quienes no estaban acostumbrados a ellos les parecía duro, rígido y áspero. Aparte del carácter dialectal de la lengua (desde el punto de vista londinense), este verso «aliterativo» incluía en su tradición una serie de palabras especiales para el verso, que nunca se utilizaban en el lenguaje corriente ni en la prosa, y que resultaban «oscuras» para los ajenos a la tradición.

			En resumen, este poeta se adhirió a lo que ahora se conoce como el Renacimiento Aliterativo del siglo xiv, el intento de utilizar la antigua métrica nativa y el estilo considerado durante mucho tiempo rústico para la escritura elevada y seria; mas pagó una dura sanción con su fracaso, ya que el verso aliterativo no se revivió. Las mareas del tiempo, del gusto, del lenguaje, por no mencionar el poder político, el comercio y la riqueza, estaban en su contra; y todo lo que queda del principal artista del «Renacimiento» es un manuscrito, del que ahora no se sabe nada antes de que encontrara un lugar en la biblioteca de Henry Savile de Bank en Yorkshire, que vivió de 1568 a 1617.

			Y éstas son, pues, las razones de la traducción: es necesaria para que estos poemas no sigan siendo el placer literario sólo de los especialistas en el medievo. Y son textos difíciles de traducir. El principal objetivo de las traducciones aquí ofrecidas es preservar las formas métricas, que son esenciales para los poemas en su conjunto; y presentar el lenguaje y el estilo, sin embargo, no como pueden parecer a primera vista, arcaicos, raros, extravagantes y rústicos, sino como eran para la gente a la que iban dirigidos: si bien ingleses y conservadores, también cortesanos, sabios y bien educados; cultos, de hecho, eruditos.

			II Sir Gawain y el Caballero Verde


			Si lo más seguro que se sabe del autor es que también escribió Paciencia, Pureza y Perla, entonces tenemos en Sir Gawain la obra de un hombre capaz de entretejer elementos tomados de diversas fuentes en una textura propia; y un hombre que tendría en esa labor un propósito serio. Yo mismo diría que es precisamente ese propósito el que, con su dureza, ha demostrado ser la herramienta moldeadora que ha dado forma al material, otorgándole la calidad de un buen cuento en la superficie, porque es más que eso, si miramos más de cerca.

			La historia es suficientemente buena en sí misma. Es un romance, un cuento de hadas para adultos, lleno de vida y color; y tiene virtudes que se perderían en un resumen, aunque pueden percibirse cuando se lee detenidamente: buenos decorados, diálogos sofisticados o humorísticos, y una narración hábilmente ordenada. El ejemplo más notable es la larga tercera parte, en la que se entrelazan las escenas de caza y las tentaciones. Mediante este recurso, los tres personajes principales se mantienen vívidamente a la vista durante los tres días cruciales, mientras que las escenas en casa y en el campo están vinculadas por el Intercambio de Ganancias, y vemos cómo las ganancias de la caza disminuyen a medida que las ganancias de Sir Gawain aumentan y el peligro de su prueba llega a un momento crítico.

			Pero todo este cuidado en la construcción formal sirve también para hacer del cuento un mejor vehículo de la «moraleja» que el autor ha impuesto a su material antiguo. Ha redibujado según su propia fe su ideal de caballería, convirtiéndolo en caballería cristiana, mostrando que la gracia y la belleza de su cortesía (que él admira) derivan de la generosidad y la gracia divinas, la Cortesía Celestial, de la que María es la creación suprema: la Reina de la Cortesía, como la llama en Perla. Esto lo exhibe simbólicamente en perfección matemática en el Pentáculo, que pone en el escudo de Gawain en lugar del león heráldico o el águila que se encuentran en otros romances. Pero mientras que en Perla amplió su visión de su hija muerta entre los bienaventurados hasta convertirla en una alegoría de la generosidad divina, en Sir Gawain ha dado vida a su ideal mostrándolo encarnado en una persona viva, modificado por su carácter individual, de modo que podemos ver a un hombre tratando de llevar a cabo el ideal, podemos ver sus debilidades (o las debilidades del hombre en general).

			Pero ha hecho más. Su punto principal es el rechazo de la infidelidad y el amor adúltero, parte esencial de la tradición original del amour courtois o «amor cortés»; pero lo ha complicado de nuevo, a la manera de la moral en la vida real, involucrándolo en varios problemas menores de conducta, de comportamiento cortés con las mujeres y fidelidad a los hombres, de lo que podríamos llamar deportividad o juego. Sobre estos problemas ha sido menos explícito y ha dejado que sus oyentes se formaran más o menos su propia opinión sobre la escala de sus valores y su relación con el valor rector del pecado y la virtud.

			Así que este poema está hecho para ser, por así decirlo, todo sobre Gawain. El resto es una red de circunstancias en las que se ve envuelto para revelar su carácter y su código. Lo «fantástico»4 puede, con su extrañeza y peligro, expandir la aventura, haciendo la prueba más tensa y potente, pero Gawain es presentado como una persona creíble, viva; y todo lo que piensa, o dice, o hace, debe ser considerado seriamente, como del mundo real. Su carácter se dibuja de tal manera que le hace especialmente apto para sufrir agudamente en la aventura a la que está destinado.

			Vemos su casi exagerada cortesía al hablar, su modestia al comportarse, que sin embargo va acompañada de una sutil forma de orgullo: un profundo sentido de su propio honor, por no mencionar, podríamos decir, un placer en su propia reputación como «padre de perfecta progenie» (estrofa 38). Se nos muestra su deleite en compañía de las mujeres, su sensibilidad ante su belleza, su placer en el «pulcro juego de la conversación» con ellas, y al mismo tiempo su ferviente piedad, su devoción a la Santísima Virgen. Lo vemos en la crisis de sus actos, obligado a distinguir en una escala de valor los elementos de su código, preservando su castidad, y su lealtad en el plano más elevado a su anfitrión; rechazando finalmente de hecho (si no con palabras vacías) la «cortesía» mundana absoluta, es decir, la obediencia completa a la voluntad de la soberana dama, rechazándola en favor de la virtud.

			Sin embargo, más tarde lo vemos, en la última escena con el Caballero Verde, tan abrumado por la vergüenza de haber sido descubierto incumpliendo su palabra risible, dada en un juego navideño, que el honor que ha ganado en la gran prueba le sirve de poco consuelo. Con exceso característico, jura llevar una insignia de deshonra durante el resto de su vida. En un arrebato de remordimiento, tan violento que sólo sería apropiado para un pecado grave, se acusa a sí mismo de avaricia, cobardía y traición. De las dos primeras está libre de culpa, salvo por una casuística de la vergüenza. Pero qué fiel a la vida, a la imagen de un hombre de honor tal vez no muy reflexivo, es esta vergüenza de ser descubierto (especialmente al ser descubierto) en algo considerado bastante bajo, cualquiera que sea la importancia real que le podamos atribuir si lo consideramos de modo solemne. Cuán cierta es también esta igualdad en la emoción suscitada por todas las partes de un código personal de conducta, por muy diversa que sea la importancia o las sanciones finales de cada elemento.

			De la última acusación: deslealtad, quebrantamiento de la fidelidad, traición, todas las cosas duras descritas por él mismo, Gawain era culpable sólo en la medida en que había roto las reglas de un juego absurdo que le había impuesto su anfitrión (después de haber prometido precipitadamente hacer cualquier cosa que su anfitrión le pidiera); e incluso eso fue a petición de una dama, hecha (podemos notar) después de que él hubiese aceptado su regalo, y encontrándose por lo tanto entre la espada y la pared. Ciertamente, esto es una imperfección en algún plano; pero ¿en qué plano y de qué importancia? La risa de la Corte de Camelot —¿y a qué corte más alta en cuestiones de honor se podría acudir?— es probablemente una respuesta suficiente.

			Pero en términos literarios, sin duda esta ruptura de la perfección matemática de una criatura ideal, inhumana en su impecabilidad, es una gran mejora. La credibilidad de Gawain aumenta enormemente gracias a ella. De hecho, podemos reflexionar seriamente sobre los movimientos del pensamiento inglés en el siglo xiv, que él representa, y de los que se han derivado gran parte de nuestros sentimientos e ideales de conducta. Vemos el intento de preservar las gracias de la «caballería» y lo cortés, al tiempo que las empareja, o las casa, con la moral cristiana, con la fidelidad conyugal y, de hecho, con el amor conyugal. El más noble caballero de la más alta orden de Caballería rechaza el adulterio, antepone el odio al pecado en última instancia sobre todos los demás motivos, y escapa de una tentación que le ataca bajo la apariencia de la cortesía gracias a la merced obtenida mediante la oración. En eso pensaba principalmente el autor de Sir Gawain y el Caballero Verde, y con ese pensamiento dio forma al poema tal como lo tenemos.

			Era un asunto de interés contemporáneo, para los ingleses. Sir Gawain presenta a su manera, más explícitamente moral y religiosa, una faceta de este movimiento de pensamiento del que también surgió el más grande poema de Chaucer, Troilo y Criseida. Es probable que quienes lean Sir Gawain lean las últimas estrofas de la obra de Chaucer con un interés renovado.

			Pero si el poema de Chaucer se encuentra muy alterado en tono e importancia desde su fuente inmediata en el Filostrato de Boccaccio, también está completamente alejado de los sentimientos o ideas de los poemas griegos homéricos sobre la caída de Troya, y aún más alejado (podemos suponer) de los del antiguo mundo egeo. La investigación de estas cosas tiene muy poco que ver con Chaucer. Lo mismo puede decirse de Sir Gawain y el Caballero Verde, para el que no se ha descubierto ninguna fuente inmediata. Por esa razón, puesto que estoy hablando de este poema y de este autor, y no de rituales antiguos, ni de divinidades paganas del Sol, ni de la Fertilidad, ni de las Tinieblas y el Inframundo, en la antigüedad casi totalmente perdida del Norte y de estas Islas Occidentales —tan alejadas de Sir Gawain de Camelot como los dioses del Egeo lo están de Troilo y Pándaro en Chaucer—, por esa razón no he dicho nada sobre la historia, o historias, que el autor utilizó. La investigación académica ha descubierto mucho sobre todo ello, especialmente sobre los dos temas principales, el Desafío de la Decapitación y la Prueba. En Sir Gawain y el Caballero Verde están claramente combinados, pero en otros lugares se encuentran por separado en formas variadas, en irlandés, en galés o en francés. Las investigaciones de este tipo interesan mucho a los hombres de hoy; a mí me interesan; pero interesaban muy poco a los hombres cultos del siglo xiv. Eran propensos a leer poemas por lo que podían sacar de ellos de sentencia, como ellos decían, de instrucción para ellos mismos, y sus tiempos; y eran escandalosamente incrédulos acerca de los autores como personas, o deberíamos haber sabido mucho más acerca de Geoffrey Chaucer, y el nombre al menos del autor de Sir Gawain. Pero no hay tiempo para todo. Agradezcamos lo que tenemos, conservado por casualidad: otra vidriera multicolor que se remonta a la Edad Media y nos ofrece otra visión. Chaucer fue un gran poeta, y por el poder de su poesía tiende a dominar la visión de su tiempo que tienen los lectores de literatura. Pero el suyo no era el único estado de ánimo o temperamento de aquellos días. Había otros como este autor que, si bien podían carecer de la sutileza y la flexibilidad de Chaucer, tenían, ¿cómo decirlo?, una nobleza a la que Chaucer apenas llegaba.
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			I

			When the siege and the assault had ceased at Troy,

			and the fortress fell in flame to firebrands and ashes,

			the traitor who the contrivance of treason there

			fashioned was tried for his treachery, the most true upon

			earth – it was Æneas the noble and his renowned kindred

			who then laid under them lands, and lords became of

			well-nigh all the wealth in the Western Isles. When royal

			Romulus to Rome his road had taken, in great pomp

			and pride he peopled it first, and named it with his own name

			that yet now it bears; Tirius went to Tuscany and towns founded,

			Langaberde in Lombardy uplifted halls, and far

			over the French flood Felix Brutus on many a broad bank and brae Britain

			established full fair,

			where strange things, strife and sadness,

			at whiles in the land did fare,

			and each other grief and gladness

			oft fast have followed there.

			2 And when fair Britain was founded by this famous lord,

			bold men were bred there who in battle rejoiced,

			and many a time that betid they troubles aroused.

			In this domain more marvels have by men been seen

			than in any other that I know of since that olden time;

			but of all that here abode in Britain as kings

			ever was Arthur most honoured, as I have heard men tell.

			Wherefore a marvel among men I mean to recall,

			a sight strange to see some men have held it,

			one of the wildest adventures of the wonders of Arthur.

			If you will listen to this lay but a little while now,

			I will tell it at once as in town I have heard

			it told,

			as it is fixed and fettered

			in story brave and bold,

			thus linked and truly lettered,

			as was loved in this land of old.

			3 This king lay at Camelot at Christmas-tide

			with many a lovely lord, lieges most noble,

			indeed of the Table Round all those tried brethren,

			amid merriment unmatched and mirth without care.

			There tourneyed many a time the trusty knights,

			and jousted full joyously these gentle lords;

			then to the court they came at carols to play.

			For there the feast was unfailing full fifteen days,

			with all meats and all mirth that men could devise,

			such gladness and gaiety as was glorious to hear,

			din of voices by day, and dancing by night;

			all happiness at the highest in halls and in bowers

			had the lords and the ladies, such as they loved most dearly.

			With all the bliss of this world they abode together,

			the knights most renowned after the name of Christ,

			and the ladies most lovely that ever life enjoyed,

			and he, king most courteous, who that court possessed.

			For all that folk so fair did in their first estate abide,

			Under heaven the first in fame,

			their king most high in pride;

			it would now be hard to name

			a troop in war so tried.

			4 While New Year was yet young that yestereve had arrived,

			that day double dainties on the dais were served,

			when the king was there come with his courtiers to the hall,

			and the chanting of the choir in the chapel had ended.

			With loud clamour and cries both clerks and laymen

			Noel announced anew, and named it full often;

			then nobles ran anon with New Year gifts,

			Handsels, handsels they shouted, and handed them out,

			Competed for those presents in playful debate;

			ladies laughed loudly, though they lost the game,

			and he that won was not woeful, as may well be believed.

			All this merriment they made, till their meat was served;

			then they washed, and mannerly went to their seats,

			ever the highest for the worthiest, as was held to be best.

			Queen Guinevere the gay was with grace in the midst

			of the adorned dais set. Dearly was it arrayed:

			finest sendal at her sides, a ceiling above her

			of true tissue of Tolouse, and tapestries of Tharsia

			that were embroidered and bound with the brightest gems

			one might prove and appraise to purchase for coin

			any day.

			That loveliest lady there

			on them glanced with eyes of grey;

			that he found ever one more

			in sooth might no man say.

			5 But Arthur would not eat until all were served;

			his youth made him so merry with the moods of a boy,

			he liked lighthearted life, so loved he the less

			either long to be lying or long to be seated

			so worked on him his young blood and wayward brain.

			And another rule moreover was his reason besides

			that in pride he had appointed: it pleased him not to eat

			upon festival so fair, ere he first were apprised

			of some strange story or stirring adventure,

			or some moving marvel that he might believe in

			of noble men, knighthood, or new adventures;

			or a challenger should come a champion seeking

			to join with him in jousting, in jeopardy to set

			his life against life, each allowing the other

			the favour of fortune, were she fairer to him.

			This was the king’s custom, wherever his court was holden,

			at each famous feast among his fair company

			in hall

			So his face doth proud appear,

			and he stands up stout and tall,

			all young in the New Year;

			much mirth he makes with all.

			6 Thus there stands up straight the stern king himself,

			talking before the high table of trifles courtly.

			There good Gawain was set at Guinevere’s side,

			with Agravain a la Dure Main on the other side seated,

			both their lord’s sister-sons, loyal-hearted knights.

			Bishop Baldwin had the honour of the board’s service,

			and Iwain Urien’s son ate beside him.

			These dined on the dais and daintily fared,

			and many a loyal lord below at the long tables.

			Then forth came the first course with fanfare of trumpets,

			on which many bright banners bravely were hanging;

			noise of drums then anew and the noble pipes,

			warbling wild and keen, wakened their music,

			so that many hearts rose high hearing their playing.

			Then forth was brought a feast, fare of the noblest,

			multitude of fresh meats on so many dishes

			that free places were few in front of the people

			to set the silver things full of soups on cloth

			so white.

			Each lord of his liking there

			without lack took with delight:

			twelve plates to every pair,

			good beer and wine all bright.

			7 Now of their service I will say nothing more,

			for you are all well aware that no want would there be.

			Another noise that was new drew near on a sudden,

			so that their lord might have leave at last to take food.

			For hardly had the music but a moment ended,

			and the first course in the court as was custom been served,

			when there passed through the portals a perilous horseman,

			the mightiest on middle-earth in measure of height,

			from his gorge to his girdle so great and so square,

			and his loins and his limbs so long and so huge,

			that half a troll upon earth I trow that he was,

			but the largest man alive at least I declare him;

			and yet the seemliest for his size that could sit on a horse,

			for though in back and in breast his body was grim,

			both his paunch and his waist were properly slight,

			and all his features followed his fashion so gay

			in mode;

			for at the hue men gaped aghast

			in his face and form that showed;

			as a fay-man fell he passed,

			and green all over glowed.

			8 All of green were they made, both garments and man:

			a coat tight and close that clung to his sides;

			a rich robe above it all arrayed within

			with fur finely trimmed, shewing fair fringes

			of handsome ermine gay, as his hood was also,

			that was lifted from his locks and laid on his shoulders;

			and trim hose tight-drawn of tincture alike

			that clung to his calves; and clear spurs below

			of bright gold on silk broideries banded most richly,

			though unshod were his shanks, for shoeless he rode.

			And verily all this vesture was of verdure clear,

			both the bars on his belt, and bright stones besides

			that were richly arranged in his array so fair,

			set on himself and on his saddle upon silk fabrics:

			it would be too hard to rehearse one half of the trifles

			that were embroidered upon them, what with birds and with flies

			in a gay glory of green, and ever gold in the midst.

			The pendants of his poitrel, his proud crupper,

			his molains, and all the metal to say more, were enamelled,

			even the stirrups that he stood in were stained of the same;

			and his saddlebows in suit, and their sumptuous skirts,

			which ever glimmered and glinted all with green jewels;

			even the horse that upheld him in hue was the same,

			I tell:

			a green horse great and thick,

			a stallion stiff to quell,

			in broidered bridle quick:

			he matched his master well.

			9 Very gay was this great man guised all in green,

			and the hair of his head with his horse’s accorded:

			fair flapping locks enfolding his shoulders,

			a big beard like a bush over his breast hanging

			that with the handsome hair from his head falling

			was sharp shorn to an edge just short of his elbows,

			so that half his arms under it were hid, as it were

			in a king’s capadoce that encloses his neck.

			The mane of that mighty horse was of much the same sort,

			well curled and all combed, with many curious knots

			woven in with gold wire about the wondrous green,

			ever a strand of the hair and a string of the gold;

			the tail and the top-lock were twined all to match

			and both bound with a band of a brilliant green:

			with dear jewels bedight to the dock’s ending,

			and twisted then on top was a tight-knitted knot

			on which many burnished bells of bright gold jingled.

			Such a mount on middle-earth, or man to ride him,

			was never beheld in that hall with eyes ere that time;

			for there

			his glance was as lightning bright,

			so did all that saw him swear;

			no man would have the might,

			they thought, his blows to bear.

			10 And yet he had not a helm, nor a hauberk either,

			not a pisane, not a plate that was proper to arms;

			not a shield, not a shaft, for shock or for blow,

			but in his one hand he held a holly-bundle,

			that is greatest in greenery when groves are leafless,

			and an axe in the other, ugly and monstrous,

			a ruthless weapon aright for one in rhyme to describe:

			the head was as large and as long as an ellwand,

			a branch of green steel and of beaten gold;

			the bit, burnished bright and broad at the edge,

			as well shaped for shearing as sharp razors;

			the stem was a stout staff , by which sternly he gripped it,

			all bound with iron about to the base of the handle,

			and engraven in green in graceful patterns,

			lapped round with a lanyard that was lashed to the head

			and down the length of the haft was looped many times;

			and tassels of price were tied there in plenty

			to bosses of the bright green, braided most richly.

			Such was he that now hastened in, the hall entering,

			pressing forward to the dais – no peril he feared.

			To none gave he greeting, gazing above them,

			and the first word that he winged: ‘Now where is’, he said,

			‘the governor of this gathering? For gladly I would

			on the same set my sight, and with himself now talk

			in town.’

			On the courtiers he cast his eye,

			and rolled it up and down;

			he stopped, and stared to espy

			who there had most renown.

			11 Then they looked for a long while, on that lord gazing;

			for every man marvelled what it could mean indeed

			that horseman and horse such a hue should come by

			as to grow green as the grass, and greener it seemed,

			than green enamel on gold glowing far brighter.

			All stared that stood there and stole up nearer,

			watching him and wondering what in the world he would do.

			For many marvels they had seen, but to match this nothing;

			wherefore a phantom and fay-magic folk there thought it,

			and so to answer little eager was any of those knights,

			and astounded at his stern voice stone-still they sat there

			in a swooning silence through that solemn chamber,

			as if all had dropped into a dream, so died their voices

			away.

			Not only, I deem, for dread;

			but of some ’twas their courtly way

			to allow their lord and head

			to the guest his word to say.

			12 Then Arthur before the high dais beheld this wonder,

			and freely with fair words, for fearless was he ever,

			saluted him, saying: ‘Lord, to this lodging thou’rt welcome!

			The head of this household Arthur my name is.

			Alight, as thou lovest me, and linger, I pray thee;

			and what may thy wish be in a while we shall learn.’

			‘Nay, so help me,’ quoth the horseman, ‘He that on high is throned,

			to pass any time in this place was no part of my errand.

			But since thy praises, prince, so proud are uplifted,

			and thy castle and courtiers are accounted the best,

			the stoutest in steel-gear that on steeds may ride,

			most eager and honourable of the earth’s people,

			valiant to vie with in other virtuous sports,

			and here is knighthood renowned, as is noised in my ears:

			’tis that has fetched me hither, by my faith, at this time.

			You may believe by this branch that I am bearing here

			that I pass as one in peace, no peril seeking.

			For had I set forth to fight in fashion of war,

			I have a hauberk at home, and a helm also,

			a shield, and a sharp spear shining brightly,

			and other weapons to wield too, as well I believe;

			but since I crave for no combat, my clothes are softer.

			Yet if thou be so bold, as abroad is published,

			thou wilt grant of thy goodness the game that I ask for

			by right.’

			Then Arthur answered there,

			and said: ‘Sir, noble knight,

			if battle thou seek thus bare,

			thou’lt fail not here to fight.’

			13 ‘Nay, I wish for no warfare, on my word I tell thee!

			Here about on these benches are but beardless children.

			Were I hasped in armour on a high charger,

			there is no man here to match me – their might is so feeble.

			And so I crave in this court only a Christmas pastime,

			since it is Yule and New Year, and you are young here and merry.

			If any so hardy in this house here holds that he is,

			if so bold be his blood or his brain be so wild,

			that he stoutly dare strike one stroke for another,

			then I will give him as my gift this guisarm costly,

			this axe – ’tis heavy enough – to handle as he pleases;

			and I will abide the first brunt, here bare as I sit.

			If any fellow be so fierce as my faith to test,

			hither let him haste to me and lay hold of this weapon –

			I hand it over for ever, he can have it as his own –

			and I will stand a stroke from him, stock-still on this floor,

			provided thou’lt lay down this law: that I may deliver him another.

			Claim I!

			And yet a respite I’ll allow,

			till a year and a day go by.

			Come quick, and let’s see now

			if any here dare reply!’

			14 If he astounded them at first, yet stiller were then

			all the household in the hall, both high men and low.

			The man on his mount moved in his saddle,

			and rudely his red eyes he rolled then about,

			bent his bristling brows all brilliantly green,

			and swept round his beard to see who would rise.

			When none in converse would accost him, he coughed then loudly,

			stretched himself haughtily and straightway exclaimed:

			‘What! Is this Arthur’s house,’ said he thereupon,

			‘the rumour of which runs through realms unnumbered?

			Where now is your haughtiness, and your high conquests,

			your fierceness and fell mood, and your fine boasting?

			Now are the revels and the royalty of the Round Table

			overwhelmed by a word by one man spoken,

			for all blench now abashed ere a blow is offered!’

			With that he laughed so loud that their lord was angered,

			the blood shot for shame into his shining cheeks

			and face;

			as wroth as wind he grew,

			so all did in that place.

			Then near to the stout man drew

			the king of fearless race,

			15 And said: ‘Marry! Good man, ’tis madness thou askest,

			and since folly thou hast sought, thou deservest to find it.

			I know no lord that is alarmed by thy loud words here.

			Give me now thy guisarm, in God’s name, sir,

			and I will bring thee the blessing thou hast begged to receive.’

			Quick then he came to him and caught it from his hand.

			Then the lordly man loftily alighted on foot.

			Now Arthur holds his axe, and the haft grasping

			sternly he stirs it about, his stroke considering.

			The stout man before him there stood his full height,

			higher than any in that house by a head and yet more.

			With stern face as he stood he stroked at his beard,

			and with expression impassive he pulled down his coat,

			no more disturbed or distressed at the strength of his blows

			than if someone as he sat had served him a drink

			of wine.

			From beside the queen Gawain

			to the king did then incline:

			‘I implore with prayer plain

			that this match should now be mine.’

			16 ‘Would you, my worthy lord,’ said Wawain to the king,

			‘bid me abandon this bench and stand by you there,

			so that I without discourtesy might be excused from the table,

			and my liege lady were not loth to permit me,

			I would come to your counsel before your courtiers fair.

			For I find it unfitting, as in fact it is held,

			when a challenge in your chamber makes choice so exalted,

			though you yourself be desirous to accept it in person,

			while many bold men about you on bench are seated:

			on earth there are, I hold, none more honest of purpose,

			no figures fairer on field where fighting is waged.

			I am the weakest, I am aware, and in wit feeblest,

			and the least loss, if I live not, if one would learn the truth.

			Only because you are my uncle is honour given me:

			save your blood in my body I boast of no virtue;

			and since this affair is so foolish that it nowise befits you,

			and I have requested it first, accord it then to me!

			If my claim is uncalled-for without cavil shall judge

			this court.’

			To consult the knights draw near,

			and this plan they all support;

			the king with crown to clear,

			and give Gawain the sport.

			17 The king then commanded that he quickly should rise,

			and he readily uprose and directly approached,

			kneeling humbly before his highness, and laying hand on the weapon;

			and he lovingly relinquished it, and lifting his hand

			gave him God’s blessing, and graciously enjoined him

			that his hand and his heart should be hardy alike.

			‘Take care, cousin,’ quoth the king, ‘one cut to address,

			and if thou learnest him his lesson, I believe very well

			that thou wilt bear any blow that he gives back later.’

			Gawain goes to the great man with guisarm in hand,

			and he boldly abides there – he blenched not at all.

			Then next said to Gawain the knight all in green:

			‘Let’s tell again our agreement, ere we go any further.

			I’d know first, sir knight, thy name;

			I entreat thee to tell it me truly,

			that I may trust in thy word.’

			‘In good faith,’ quoth the good knight, ‘I Gawain am called

			who bring thee this buff et, let be what may follow;

			and at this time a twelvemonth in thy turn have another

			with whatever weapon thou wilt, and in the world with

			none else but me.’

			The other man answered again:

			‘I am passing pleased,’ said he,

			‘upon my life, Sir Gawain,

			that this stroke should be struck by thee.’

			18 ‘Begad,’ said the green knight, ‘Sir Gawain, I am pleased

			to find from thy fist the favour I asked for!

			And thou hast promptly repeated and plainly hast stated

			without abatement the bargain I begged of the king here;

			save that thou must assure me, sir, on thy honour

			that thou’lt seek me thyself, search where thou thinkest

			I may be found near or far, and fetch thee such payment

			as thou deliverest me today before these lordly people.’

			‘Where should I light on thee,’ quoth Gawain, ‘where look for thy place?

			I have never learned where thou livest, by the Lord that made me,

			and I know thee not, knight, thy name nor thy court.

			But teach me the true way, and tell what men call thee,

			and I will apply all my purpose the path to discover:

			and that I swear thee for certain and solemnly promise.’

			‘That is enough in New Year, there is need of no more!’

			said the great man in green to Gawain the courtly.

			‘If I tell thee the truth of it, when I have taken the knock,

			and thou handily hast hit me, if in haste I announce then

			my house and my home and mine own title,

			then thou canst call and enquire and keep the agreement;

			and if I waste not a word, thou’lt win better fortune,

			for thou mayst linger in thy land and look no further –

			but stay!

			To thy grim tool now take heed, sir!

			Let us try thy knocks today!’

			‘Gladly’, said he, ‘indeed, sir!’

			and his axe he stroked in play.

			19 The Green Knight on the ground now gets himself ready,

			leaning a little with the head he lays bare the flesh,

			and his locks long and lovely he lifts over his crown,

			letting the naked neck as was needed appear.

			His left foot on the floor before him placing,

			Gawain gripped on his axe, gathered and raised it,

			from aloft let it swiftly land where ’twas naked,

			so that the sharp of his blade shivered the bones,

			and sank clean through the clear fat and clove it asunder,

			and the blade of the bright steel then bit into the ground.

			The fair head to the floor fell from the shoulders,

			and folk fended it with their feet as forth it went rolling;

			the blood burst from the body, bright on the greenness,

			and yet neither faltered nor fell the fierce man at all,

			but stoutly he strode forth, still strong on his shanks,

			and roughly he reached out among the rows that stood there,

			caught up his comely head and quickly upraised it,

			and then hastened to his horse, laid hold of the bridle,

			stepped into stirrup-iron, and strode up aloft,

			his head by the hair in his hand holding;

			and he settled himself then in the saddle as firmly

			as if unharmed by mishap, though in the hall he might

			wear no head.

			His trunk he twisted round,

			that gruesome body that bled,

			and many fear then found,

			as soon as his speech was sped.

			20 For the head in his hand he held it up straight,

			towards the fairest at the table he twisted the face,

			and it lifted up its eyelids and looked at them broadly,

			and made such words with its mouth as may be recounted.

			‘See thou get ready, Gawain, to go as thou vowedst,

			and as faithfully seek till thou find me, good sir,

			as thou hast promised in this place in the presence of these knights.

			To the Green Chapel go thou, and get thee, I charge thee,

			such a dint as thou hast dealt – indeed thou hast earned

			a nimble knock in return on New Year’s morning!

			The Knight of the Green Chapel I am known to many,

			so if to find me thou endeavour, thou’lt fail not to do so.

			Therefore come! Or to be called a craven thou deservest.’

			With a rude roar and rush his reins he turned then,

			and hastened out through the hall-door

			with his head in his hand,

			and fire of the flint flew from the feet of his charger.

			To what country he came in that court no man knew,

			no more than they had learned from what land he had journeyed.

			Meanwhile,

			the king and Sir Gawain

			at the Green Man laugh and smile;

			yet to men had appeared, ’twas plain,

			a marvel beyond denial.

			21 Though Arthur the high king in his heart marvelled,

			he let no sign of it be seen, but said then aloud

			to the queen so comely with courteous words:

			‘Dear Lady, today be not downcast at all!

			Such cunning play well becomes the Christmas tide,

			interludes, and the like, and laughter and singing,

			amid these noble dances of knights and of dames.

			Nonetheless to my food I may fairly betake me,

			for a marvel I have met, and I may not deny it.’

			He glanced at Sir Gawain and with good point he said:

			‘Come, hang up thine axe, sir! It has hewn now enough.’

			And over the table they hung it on the tapestry behind,

			where all men might remark it, a marvel to see,

			and by its true token might tell of that adventure.

			Then to a table they turned, those two lords together,

			the king and his good kinsman, and courtly men served them

			with all dainties double, the dearest there might be,

			with all manner of meats and with minstrelsy too.

			With delight that day they led, till to the land came the

			night again.

			Sir Gawain, now take heed

			lest fear make thee refrain

			from daring the dangerous deed

			that thou in hand hast ta’en!

			II

			With this earnest of high deeds thus Arthur began the

			young year, for brave vows he yearned to hear made.

			Though such words were wanting when they went to

			table, now of fell work to full grasp filled were their hands.

			Gawain was gay as he began those games in the hall, but if

			the end be unhappy, hold it no wonder! For though men

			be merry of mood when they have mightily drunk, a year

			slips by swiftly, never the same returning; the outset to the

			ending is equal but seldom. And so this Yule passed over

			and the year after, and severally the seasons ensued in their

			turn: after Christmas there came the crabbed Lenten that

			with fish tries the flesh and with food more meagre; but

			then the weather in the world makes war on the winter,

			cold creeps into the earth, clouds are uplifted, shining

			rain is shed in showers that all warm fall on the fair turf,

			flowers there open, of grounds and of groves green is the

			raiment, birds are busy a-building and bravely are singing

			for sweetness of the soft summer that will soon be on

			the way;

			and blossoms burgeon and blow

			in hedgerows bright and gay;

			then glorious musics go

			through the woods in proud array.

			23 After the season of summer with its soft breezes,

			when Zephyr goes sighing through seeds and herbs,

			right glad is the grass that grows in the open,

			when the damp dewdrops are dripping from the leaves

			to greet a gay glance of the glistening sun.

			But then Harvest hurries in, and hardens it quickly,

			warns it before winter to wax to ripeness.

			He drives with his drought the dust, till it rises

			from the face of the land and flies up aloft;

			wild wind in the welkin makes war on the sun,

			the leaves loosed from the linden alight on the ground,

			and all grey is the grass that green was before:

			all things ripen and rot that rose up at first,

			and so the year runs away in yesterdays many,

			and here winter wends again, as by the way of the world

			it ought,

			until the Michaelmas moon

			has winter’s boding brought;

			Sir Gawain then full soon

			of his grievous journey thought.

			24 And yet till All Hallows with Arthur he lingered,

			who furnished on that festival a feast for the knight

			with much royal revelry of the Round Table.

			The knights of renown and noble ladies

			all for the love of that lord had longing at heart,

			but nevertheless the more lightly of laughter they spoke:

			many were joyless who jested for his gentle sake.

			For after their meal mournfully he reminded his uncle

			that his departure was near, and plainly he said:

			‘Now liege-lord of my life, for leave I beg you.

			You know the quest and the compact; I care not further

			to trouble you with tale of it, save a trifling point:

			I must set forth to my fate without fail in the morning,

			as God will me guide, the Green Man to seek.’

			Those most accounted in the castle came then together,

			Iwain and Erric and others not a few,

			Sir Doddinel le Savage, the Duke of Clarence,

			Lancelot, and Lionel, and Lucan the Good,

			Sir Bors and Sir Bedivere that were both men of might,

			and many others of mark with Mador de la Porte.

			All this company of the court the king now approached

			to comfort the knight with care in their hearts.

			Much mournful lament was made in the hall

			that one so worthy as Wawain should wend on that errand,

			To endure a deadly dint and deal no more

			with blade.

			The knight ever made good cheer,

			saying, ‘Why should I be dismayed?

			Of doom the fair or drear

			by a man must be assayed.’

			25 He remained there that day, and in the morning got ready,

			asked early for his arms, and they all were brought him.

			First a carpet of red silk was arrayed on the floor,

			and the gilded gear in plenty there glittered upon it.

			The stern man stepped thereon and the steel things handled,

			dressed in a doublet of damask of Tharsia,

			and over it a cunning capadoce that was closed at the throat

			and with fair ermine was furred all within.

			Then sabatons first they set on his feet,

			his legs lapped in steel in his lordly greaves,

			on which the polains they placed, polished and shining

			and knit upon his knees with knots all of gold;

			then the comely cuisses that cunningly clasped

			the thick thews of his thighs they with thongs on him tied;

			and next the byrnie, woven of bright steel rings

			upon costly quilting, enclosed him about;

			and armlets well burnished upon both of his arms,

			with gay elbow-pieces and gloves of plate,

			and all the goodly gear to guard him whatever

			betide;

			coat-armour richly made,

			gold spurs on heel in pride;

			girt with a trusty blade,

			silk belt about his side.

			26 When he was hasped in his armour his harness was splendid:

			the least latchet or loop was all lit with gold.

			Thus harnessed as he was he heard now his Mass,

			that was offered and honoured at the high altar;

			and then he came to the king and his court-companions,

			and with love he took leave of lords and of ladies;

			and they kissed him and escorted him, and to Christ him commended.

			And now Gringolet stood groomed, and girt with a saddle

			gleaming right gaily with many gold fringes,

			and all newly for the nonce nailed at all points;

			adorned with bars was the bridle, with bright gold banded;

			the apparelling proud of poitrel and of skirts,

			and the crupper and caparison accorded with the saddlebows:

			all was arrayed in red with rich gold studded,

			so that it glittered and glinted as a gleam of the sun.

			Then he in hand took the helm and in haste kissed it:

			strongly was it stapled and stuffed within;

			it sat high upon his head and was hasped at the back,

			and a light kerchief was laid o’er the beaver,

			all braided and bound with the brightest gems

			upon broad silken broidery, with birds on the seams

			like popinjays depainted, here preening and there,

			turtles and true-loves, entwined as thickly

			as if many sempstresses had the sewing full seven winters

			in hand.

			A circlet of greater price

			his crown about did band;

			The diamonds point-device

			there blazing bright did stand.

			27 Then they brought him his blazon that was of brilliant gules

			with the pentangle depicted in pure hue of gold.

			By the baldric he caught it and about his neck cast it:

			right well and worthily it went with the knight.

			And why the pentangle is proper to that prince so noble

			I intend now to tell you, though it may tarry my story.

			It is a sign that Solomon once set on a time

			to betoken Troth, as it is entitled to do;

			for it is a figure that in it five points holdeth,

			and each line overlaps and is linked with another,

			and every way it is endless; and the English, I hear,

			everywhere name it the Endless Knot.

			So it suits well this knight and his unsullied arms;

			for ever faithful in five points, and five times under each,

			Gawain as good was acknowledged and as gold refinéd,

			devoid of every vice and with virtues adorned.

			So there

			the pentangle painted new

			he on shield and coat did wear,

			as one of word most true

			and knight of bearing fair.

			28 Firs t faultless was he found in his fi ve senses,

			and next in his five fingers he failed at no time,

			and firmly on the Five Wounds all his faith was set

			that Christ received on the cross, as the Creed tells us;

			and wherever the brave man into battle was come,

			on this beyond all things was his earnest thought:

			that ever from the Five Joys all his valour he gained

			that to Heaven’s courteous Queen once came from her Child.

			For which cause the knight had in comely wise

			on the inner side of his shield her image depainted,

			that when he cast his eyes thither his courage never failed.

			The fifth five that was used, as I find, by this knight

			was free-giving and friendliness first before all,

			and chastity and chivalry ever changeless and straight,

			and piety surpassing all points: these perfect five

			were hasped upon him harder than on any man else.

			Now these five series, in sooth, were fastened on this knight,

			and each was knit with another and had no ending,

			but were fixed at five points that failed not at all,

			coincided in no line nor sundered either,

			not ending in any angle anywhere, as I discover,

			wherever the process was put in play or passed to an end.

			Therefore on his shining shield was shaped now this knot,

			royally with red gules upon red gold set:

			this is the pure pentangle as people of learning

			have taught.

			Now Gawain in brave array

			his lance at last hath caught.

			He gave them all good day,

			for evermore as he thought.

			29 He spurned his steed with the spurs and sprang on his way

			so fiercely that the flint-sparks flashed out behind him.

			All who beheld him so honourable in their hearts were sighing,

			and as senting in sooth one said to another,

			grieving for that good man: ‘Before God, ’tis a shame

			that thou, lord, must be lost, who art in life so noble!

			To meet his match among men, Marry, ’tis not easy!

			To behave with more heed would have behoved one of sense,

			and that dear lord duly a duke to have made,

			illustrious leader of liegemen in this land as befits him;

			and that would better have been than to be butchered to death,

			beheaded by an elvish man for an arrogant vaunt.

			Who can recall any king that such a course ever took

			as knights quibbling at court at their Christmas games!’

			Many warm tears outwelling there watered their eyes,

			when that lord so beloved left the castle

			that day.

			No longer he abode,

			but swiftly went his way;

			bewildering ways he rode,

			as the book I heard doth say.

			30 Now he rides thus arrayed through the realm of Logres,

			Sir Gawain in God’s care, though no game now he found it.

			Oft forlorn and alone he lodged of a night

			where he found not afforded him such fare as pleased him.

			He had no friend but his horse in the forests and hills,

			no man on his march to commune with but God,

			till anon he drew near unto Northern Wales.

			All the isles of Anglesey he held on his left,

			and over the fords he fared by the flats near the sea,

			and then over by the Holy Head to high land again

			in the wilderness of Wirral: there wandered but few

			who with goodwill regarded either God or mortal.

			And ever he asked as he went on of all whom he met

			if they had heard any news of a knight that was green

			in any ground thereabouts, or of the Green Chapel.

			And all denied it, saying nay, and that never in their lives

			a single man had they seen that of such a colour

			could be.

			The knight took pathways strange

			by many a lonesome lea,

			and oft his view did change

			that chapel ere he could see.

			31 Many a cliff he climbed o’er in countries unknown,

			far fled from his friends without fellowship he rode.

			At every wading or water on the way that he passed

			he found a foe before him, save at few for a wonder;

			and so foul were they and fell that fight he must needs.

			So many a marvel in the mountains he met in those lands

			that ’twould be tedious the tenth part to tell you thereof.

			At whiles with worms he wars, and with wolves also,

			at whiles with wood-trolls that wandered in the crags,

			and with bulls and with bears and boars, too, at times;

			and with ogres that hounded him from the heights of the fells.

			Had he not been stalwart and staunch and steadfast in God,

			he doubtless would have died and death had met often;

			for though war wearied him much, the winter was worse,

			when the cold clear water from the clouds spilling

			froze ere it had fallen upon the faded earth.

			Wellnigh slain by the sleet he slept ironclad

			more nights than enow in the naked rocks,

			where clattering from the crest the cold brook tumbled,

			and hung high o’er his head in hard icicles.

			Thus in peril and pain and in passes grievous

			till Christmas-eve that country he crossed all alone

			in need.

			The knight did at that tide

			his plaint to Mary plead,

			her rider’s road to guide

			and to some lodging lead.

			32 By a mount in the morning merrily he was riding

			into a forest that was deep and fearsomely wild,

			with high hills at each hand, and hoar woods beneath

			of huge aged oaks by the hundred together;

			the hazel and the hawthorn were huddled and tangled

			with rough ragged moss around them trailing,

			with many birds bleakly on the bare twigs sitting

			that piteously piped there for pain of the cold.

			The good man on Gringolet goes now beneath them

			through many marshes and mires, a man all alone,

			troubled lest a truant at that time he should prove

			from the service of the sweet Lord, who on that selfsame night

			of a maid became man our mourning to conquer.

			And therefore sighing he said: ‘I beseech thee, O Lord,

			and Mary, who is the mildest mother most dear,

			for some harbour where with honour I might hear the Mass

			and thy Matins tomorrow. This meekly I ask,

			and thereto promptly I pray with Pater and Ave

			and Creed.’

			In prayer he now did ride,

			lamenting his misdeed;

			he blessed him oft and cried,

			‘The Cross of Christ me speed!’

			33 The sign on himself he had set but thrice,

			ere a mansion he marked within a moat in the forest,

			on a low mound above a lawn, laced under the branches

			of many a burly bole round about by the ditches:

			the castle most comely that ever a king possessed

			placed amid a pleasance with a park all about it,

			within a palisade of pointed pales set closely

			that took its turn round the trees for two miles or more.

			Gawain from the one side gazed on the stronghold

			as it shimmered and shone through the shining oaks,

			and then humbly he doffed his helm, and with honour he thanked

			Jesus and Saint Julian, who generous are both,

			who had courtesy accorded him and to his cry harkened.

			‘Now bon hostel,’ quoth the knight, ‘I beg of you still!’

			Then he goaded Gringolet with his gilded heels,

			and he chose by good chance the chief pathway

			and brought his master bravely to the bridge’s end

			at last.

			That brave bridge was up-hauled,

			the gates were bolted fast;

			the castle was strongly walled,

			it feared no wind or blast.

			34 Then he stayed his steed that on the steep bank halted

			above the deep double ditch that was drawn round the place.

			The wall waded in the water wondrous deeply,

			and up again to a huge height in the air it mounted,

			all of hard hewn stone to the high cornice,

			fortified under the battlement in the best fashion

			and topped with fair turrets set by turns about

			that had many graceful loopholes with a good outlook:

			that knight a better barbican had never seen built.

			And inwards he beheld the hall uprising,

			tall towers set in turns, and as tines clustering

			the fair finials, joined featly, so fine and so long,

			their capstones all carven with cunning and skill.

			Many chalk-white chimneys he chanced to espy

			upon the roofs of towers all radiant white;

			so many a painted pinnacle was peppered about,

			among the crenelles of the castle clustered so thickly

			that all pared out of paper it appeared to have been.

			The gallant knight on his great horse good enough thought it,

			if he could come by any course that enclosure to enter,

			to harbour in that hostel while the holy day lasted

			with delight.

			He called, and there came with speed

			a porter blithe and bright;

			on the wall he learned his need,

			and hailed the errant knight.

			35 ‘Good sir’, quoth Gawain, ‘will you go with my message

			to the high lord of this house for harbour to pray?’

			‘Yes, by Peter!’ quoth the porter, ‘and I promise indeed

			that you will, sir, be welcome while you wish to stay here.’

			Then quickly the man went and came again soon,

			servants bringing civilly to receive there the knight.

			They drew down the great drawbridge, and duly came forth,

			and on the cold earth on their knees in courtesy knelt

			to welcome this wayfarer with such worship as they knew.

			They delivered him the broad gates and laid them wide open,

			and he readily bade them rise and rode o’er the bridge.

			Several servants then seized the saddle as he alighted,

			and many stout men his steed to a stable then led,

			while knights and esquires anon descended

			to guide there in gladness this guest to the hall.

			When he raised up his helm many ran there in haste

			to have it from his hand, his highness to serve;

			his blade and his blazon both they took charge of.

			Then he greeted graciously those good men all,

			and many were proud to approach him, that prince to honour.

			All hasped in his harness to hall they brought him,

			where a fair blaze in the fireplace fiercely was burning.

			Then the lord of that land leaving his chamber

			came mannerly to meet the man on the floor.

			He said: ‘You are welcome at your wish to dwell here.

			What is here, all is your own, to have in your rule

			and sway.’

			‘Gramercy!’ quoth Gawain,

			‘May Christ you this repay!’

			As men that to meet were fain

			they both embraced that day.

			36 Gawain gazed at the good man who had greeted him kindly,

			and he thought bold and big was the baron of the castle,

			very large and long, and his life at the prime:

			broad and bright was his beard, and all beaver-hued,

			stern, strong in his stance upon stalwart legs,

			his face fell as fire, and frank in his speech;

			and well it suited him, in sooth, as it seemed to the knight,

			a lordship to lead untroubled over lieges trusty.

			To a chamber the lord drew him, and charged men at once

			to assign him an esquire to serve and obey him;

			and there to wait on his word many worthy men were,

			who brought him to a bright bower where the bedding was splendid:

			there were curtains of costly silk with clear-golden hems,

			and coverlets cunning-wrought with quilts most lovely

			of bright ermine above, embroidered at the sides,

			hangings running on ropes with red-gold rings,

			carpets of costly damask that covered the walls

			and the floor under foot fairly to match them.

			There they despoiled him, speaking to him gaily,

			his byrnie doing off and his bright armour.

			Rich robes then readily men ran to bring him,

			for him to change, and to clothe him, having chosen the best.

			As soon as he had donned one and dressed was therein,

			as it sat on him seemly with its sailing skirts,

			then verily in his visage a vision of Spring

			to each man there appeared, and in marvellous hues

			bright and beautiful was all his body beneath.

			That knight more noble was never made by Christ

			they thought.

			He came none knew from where,

			but it seemed to them he ought

			to be a prince beyond compare

			in the field where fell men fought.

			37 A chair before the chimney where charcoal was burning

			was made ready in his room, all arrayed and covered

			with cushions upon quilted cloths that were cunningly made.

			Then a comely cloak was cast about him

			of bright silk brocade, embroidered most richly

			and furred fairly within with fells of the choicest

			and all edged with ermine, and its hood was to match;

			and he sat in that seat seemly and noble

			and warmed himself with a will, and then his woes were amended.

			Soon up on good trestles a table was raised

			and clad with a clean cloth clear white to look on;

			there was surnape, salt-cellar, and silvern spoons.

			He then washed as he would and went to his food,

			and many worthy men with worship waited upon him;

			soups they served of many sorts, seasoned most choicely,

			in double helpings, as was due, and divers sorts of fish;

			some baked in bread, some broiled on the coals,

			some seethed, some in gravy savoured with spices,

			and all with condiments so cunning that it caused him delight.

			A fair feast he called it frankly and often,

			graciously, when all the good men together there pressed him:

			‘Now pray,

			this penance deign to take;

			’twill improve another day!’

			The man much mirth did make,

			for wine to his head made way.

			38 Then inquiry and question were carefully put

			touching personal points to that prince himself,

			till he courteously declared that to the court he belonged

			that high Arthur in honour held in his sway,

			who was the right royal King of the Round Table,

			and ’t was Gawain himself that as their guest now sat

			and had come for that Christmas, as the case had turned out.

			When the lord had learned whom luck had brought him,

			loud laughed he thereat, so delighted he was,

			and they made very merry, all the men in that castle,

			and to appear in the presence were pressing and eager

			of one who all profit and prowess and perfect manners

			comprised in his person, and praise ever gained;

			of all men on middle-earth he most was admired.

			Softly each said then in secret to his friend:

			‘Now fairly shall we mark the fine points of manners,

			and the perfect expressions of polished converse.

			How speech is well spent will be expounded unasked,

			since we have found here this fine father of breeding.

			God has given us of His goodness His grace now indeed,

			Who such a guest as Gawain has granted us to have!

			When blissful men at board for His birth sing blithe

			at heart,

			what manners high may mean

			this knight will now impart.

			Who hears him will, I ween

			of love-speech learn some art.’

			39 When his dinner was done and he duly had risen,

			it now to the night-time very near had drawn.

			The chaplains then took to the chapel their way

			and rang the bells richly, as rightly they should,

			for the solemn evensong of the high season.

			The lord leads the way, and his lady with him;

			into a goodly oratory gracefully she enters.

			Gawain follows gladly, and goes there at once

			and the lord seizes him by the sleeve and to a seat leads him,

			kindly acknowledges him and calls him by his name,

			saying that most welcome he was of all guests in the world.

			And he grateful thanks gave him, and each greeted the other,

			and they sat together soberly while the service lasted.

			Then the lady longed to look at this knight;

			and from her closet she came with many comely maidens.

			She was fairer in face, in her flesh and her skin,

			her proportions, her complexion, and her port than all others,

			and more lovely than Guinevere to Gawain she looked.

			He came through the chancel to pay court to her grace;

			leading her by the left hand another lady was there

			who was older than she, indeed ancient she seemed,

			and held in high honour by all men about her.

			But unlike in their looks those ladies appeared,

			for if the younger was youthful, yellow was the elder;

			with rose-hue the one face was richly mantled,

			rough wrinkled cheeks rolled on the other;

			on the kerchiefs of the one many clear pearls were,

			her breast and bright throat were bare displayed,

			fairer than white snow that falls on the hills;

			the other was clad with a cloth that enclosed all her neck,

			enveloped was her black chin with chalk-white veils,

			her forehead folded in silk, and so fumbled all up,

			so topped up and trinketed and with trifles bedecked

			that naught was bare of that beldame but her brows all black,

			her two eyes and her nose and her naked lips,

			and those were hideous to behold and horribly bleared;

			that a worthy dame she was may well, fore God,

			be said!

			short body and thick waist,

			with bulging buttocks spread;

			more delicious to the taste

			was the one she by her led.

			40 When Gawain glimpsed that gay lady that so gracious looked,

			with leave sought of the lord towards the ladies he went;

			the elder he saluted, low to her bowing,

			about the lovelier he laid then lightly his arms

			and kissed her in courtly wise with courtesy speaking.

			His acquaintance they requested, and quickly he begged

			to be their servant in sooth, if so they desired.

			They took him between them, and talking they led him

			to a fi reside in a fair room, and first of all called

			for spices, which men sped without sparing to bring them,

			and ever wine therewith well to their liking.

			The lord for their delight leaped up full often,

			many times merry games being minded to make;

			his hood he doffed, and on high he hung it on a spear,

			and offered it as an honour for any to win

			who the most fun could devise at that Christmas feast –

			‘And I shall try, by my troth, to contend with the best

			ere I forfeit this hood, with the help of my friends!’

			Thus with laughter and jollity the lord made his jests

			to gladden Sir Gawain with games that night

			in hall,

			until the time was due

			that the lord for lights should call;

			Sir Gawain with leave withdrew

			and went to bed withal.

			41 On the morn when every man remembers the time

			that our dear Lord for our doom to die was born,

			in every home wakes happiness on earth for His sake.

			So did it there on that day with the dearest delights:

			at each meal and at dinner marvellous dishes

			men set on the dais, the daintiest meats.

			The old ancient woman was highest at table,

			meetly to her side the master he took him;

			Gawain and the gay lady together were seated

			in the centre, where as was seemly the service began,

			and so on through the hall as honour directed.

			When each good man in his degree without grudge had been served,

			there was food, there was festival, there was fullness of joy;

			and to tell all the tale of it I should tedious find,

			though pains I might take every point to detail.

			Yet I ween that Wawain and that woman so fair

			in companionship took such pleasure together

			in sweet society soft words speaking,

			their courteous converse clean and clear of all evil,

			that with their pleasant pastime no prince’s sport

			compares.

			Drums beat, and trumps men wind,

			many pipers play their airs;

			each man his needs did mind,

			and they two minded theirs.

			42 With much feasting they fared the first and the next day,

			and as heartily the third came hastening after:

			the gaiety of Saint John’s day was glorious to hear;

			[with cheer of the choicest Childermas followed,]

			and that finished their revels, as folk there intended,

			for there were guests who must go in the grey morning.

			So a wondrous wake they held, and the wine they drank,

			and they danced and danced on, and dearly they carolled.

			At last when it was late their leave then they sought

			to wend on their ways, each worthy stranger.

			Good-day then said Gawain, but the good man stayed him,

			and led him to his own chamber to the chimney-corner,

			and there he delayed him, and lovingly thanked him,

			for the pride and pleasure his presence had brought,

			for so honouring his house at that high season

			and deigning his dwelling to adorn with his favour.

			‘Believe me, sir, while I live my luck I shall bless

			that Gawain was my guest at God’s own feast.’

			‘Gramercy, sir,’ said Gawain, ‘but the goodness is yours,

			all the honour is your own – may the High King repay you!

			And I am under your orders what you ask to perform,

			as I a m bound now to be, for better or worse,

			by right.’

			Him longer to retain

			the lord then pressed the knight;

			to him replied Gawain

			that he by no means might.

			43 Then with courteous question he enquired of Gawain

			what dire need had driven him on that festal date

			with such keenness from the king’s court, to come forth alone

			ere wholly the holidays from men’s homes had departed.

			‘In sooth, sir,’ he said, ‘you say but the truth:

			a high errand and a hasty from that house brought me;

			for I am summoned myself to seek for a place,

			though I wonder where in the world I must wander to find it.

			I would not miss coming nigh it on New Year’s morning

			for all the land in Logres, so our Lord help me!

			And so, sir, this question I enquire of you here:

			can you tell me in truth if you tale ever heard

			of the Green Chapel, on what ground it may stand,

			and of the great knight that guards it, all green in his colour?

			For the terms of a tryst were between us established

			to meet that man at that mark, if I remained alive,

			and the named New Year is now nearly upon me,

			and I would look on that lord, if God will allow me,

			more gladly, by God’s son, than gain any treasure.

			So indeed, if you please, depart now I must.

			For my business I have now but barely three days,

			and I would fainer fall dead than fail in my errand.’

			Then laughing said the lord: ‘Now linger you must;

			for when ’tis time to that tryst I will teach you the road.

			On what ground is the Green Chapel – let it grieve you no more!

			In your bed you shall be, sir, till broad is the day,

			without fret, and then fare on the first of the year,

			and co me to the mark at midmorn, there to make what

			play you know.

			Remain till New Year’s day,

			then rise and riding go!

			We’ll set you on your way,

			’tis but two miles or so.’

			44 Then was Gawain delighted, and in gladness he laughed:

			‘Now I thank you a thousand times for this beyond all!

			Now my quest is accomplished, as you crave it, I will

			dwell a few days here, and else do what you order.’

			The lord then seized him and set him in a seat beside him,

			and let the ladies be sent for to delight them the more,

			for their sweet pleasure there in peace by themselves.

			For love of him that lord was as loud in his mirth

			as one near out of his mind who scarce knew what he meant.

			Then he called to the knight, crying out loudly:

			‘You have promised to do whatever deed I propose.

			Will you hold this behest here, at this moment?’

			‘Yes, certainly, sir,’ then said the true knight,

			‘while I remain in your mansion, your command I’ll obey.’

			‘Well,’ returned he, ‘you have travelled and toiled from afar,

			and then I’ve kept you awake: you’re not well yet, not cured;

			both sustenance and sleep ’tis certain you need.

			Upstairs you shall stay, sir, and stop there in comfort

			tomorrow till Mass-time, and to a meal then go

			when you wish with my wife, who with you shall sit

			and comfort you with her company, till to court I return.

			You stay,

			and I shall early rouse,

			and a-hunting wend my way.’

			Gawain gracefully bows:

			‘Your wishes I will obey.’

			45 ‘One thing more,’ said the master, ‘we’ll make an agreement:

			whatever I win in the wood at once shall be yours,

			and whatever gain you may get you shall give in exchange.
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