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			Series Foreword

			Stretching back to the oral traditions of thousands of years ago, tales of heroes and disaster, creation and conquest have been told by many different civilizations in many different ways. Their impact sits deep within our culture even though the detail in the tales themselves are a loose mix of historical record, transformed narrative and the distortions of hundreds of storytellers. 

			Today the language of mythology lives with us: our mood is jovial, our countenance is saturnine, we are narcissistic and our modern life is hermetically sealed from others. The nuances of myths and legends form part of our daily routines and help us navigate the world around us, with its half truths and biased reported facts.

			The nature of a myth is that its story is already known by most of those who hear it, or read it. Every generation brings a new emphasis, but the fundamentals remain the same: a desire to understand and describe the events and relationships of the world. Many of the great stories are archetypes that help us find our own place, equipping us with tools for self-understanding, both individually and as part of a broader culture.

			For Western societies it is Greek mythology that speaks to us most clearly. It greatly influenced the mythological heritage of the ancient Roman civilization and is the lens through which we still see the Celts, the Norse and many of the other great peoples and religions. The Greeks themselves learned much from their neighbours, the Egyptians, an older culture that became weak with age and incestuous leadership.

			It is important to understand that what we perceive now as mythology had its own origins in perceptions of the divine and the rituals of the sacred. The earliest civilizations, in the crucible of the Middle East, in the Sumer of the third millennium bc, are the source to which many of the mythic archetypes can be traced. As humankind collected together in cities for the first time, developed writing and industrial scale agriculture, started to irrigate the rivers and attempted to control rather than be at the mercy of its environment, humanity began to write down its tentative explanations of natural events, of floods and plagues, of disease. 

			Early stories tell of Gods (or god-like animals in the case of tribal societies such as African, Native American or Aboriginal cultures) who are crafty and use their wits to survive, and it is reasonable to suggest that these were the first rulers of the gathering peoples of the earth, later elevated to god-like status with the distance of time. Such tales became more political as cities vied with each other for supremacy, creating new Gods, new hierarchies for their pantheons. The older Gods took on primordial roles and became the preserve of creation and destruction, leaving the new gods to deal with more current, everyday affairs. Empires rose and fell, with Babylon assuming the mantle from Sumeria in the 1800s bc, then in turn to be swept away by the Assyrians of the 1200s bc; then the Assyrians and the Egyptians were subjugated by the Greeks, the Greeks by the Romans and so on, leading to the spread and assimilation of common themes, ideas and stories throughout the world. 

			The survival of history is dependent on the telling of good tales, but each one must have the ‘feeling’ of truth, otherwise it will be ignored. Around the firesides, or embedded in a book or a computer, the myths and legends of the past are still the living materials of retold myth, not restricted to an exploration of origins. Now we have devices and global communications that give us unparalleled access to a diversity of traditions. We can find out about Native American, Indian, Chinese and tribal African mythology in a way that was denied to our ancestors, we can find connections, match the archaeology, religion and the mythologies of the world to build a comprehensive image of the human experience that is endlessly fascinating. 

			The stories in this book provide an introduction to the themes and concerns of the myths and legends of their respective cultures, with a short introduction to provide a linguistic, geographic and political context. This is where the myths have arrived today, but undoubtedly over the next millennia, they will transform again whilst retaining their essential truths and signs.

			Jake Jackson

			General Editor

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The Alliterative Revival

			The Alliterative Revival was a literary movement of the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, predominantly in the north and west of England, in which poets used alliteration as the controlling metrical device. Some would argue that the movement is not actually a ‘revival’ but a reflection of a continuing tradition dating back to Old English verse and found in Layamon’s Brut, an early Middle English poem, and other works that make heavy use of alliteration. The Alliterative Revival produced poems in a variety of genres. These include ‘historical’ poems like Siege of Jerusalem and The Wars of Alexander; debate poems like Winner and Wastoure, The Parlement of the Thre Ages, and Death and Liffe; religious poems like St. Erkenwald and Susannah; dream visions like Piers Plowman and Pearl; and Arthurian romances like the Alliterative Morte Arthure, Golagros and Gawain, The Awntyrs off Arthure and, of course, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.

			Early criticism on the poems of the Alliterative Revival assumed that, with a few notable exceptions, they were provincial and generally poorly crafted and constructed – certainly not in the same league as the works of Chaucer and Gower. Study of the broad scope of this body of literature, however, reveals that this is not the case. Although the alliterative line these poets used is less strict than that of Old English verse, the best poets of the movement used it to great effect. And the structure of many of the works is less haphazard than some early scholars recognized. A number of the poems combine two different narrative episodes, but they are usually linked thematically in a manner comparable to the diptychs so common in medieval art. In short, the movement produced many fine poems, some of which are masterpieces not only of alliterative verse but of medieval literature in general – and chief among these is Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (SGGK).

			The Gawain Poet

			Most of the authors of alliterative poems are unknown. (One notable exception is William Langland, the author of Piers Plowman, who names himself in the text.) Since four poems – SGGK, Pearl, Cleanness and Patience, written in the same northwest Midland dialect late in the fourteenth century and surviving in a single manuscript, Cotton Nero A X – are surely by the same anonymous author, he is referred to as the Gawain Poet (and sometimes as the Pearl Poet). A fifth work, St. Erkenwald, not appearing in the Cotton Nero manuscript, has sometimes been attributed to the Gawain Poet, but most scholars consider this unlikely and certainly unproven.

			Each of the four is clearly the work of a master craftsman; and Pearl and SGGK are among the best literary works of the Middle Ages. The genres and subject matter of these poems vary. Pearl is a dream vision, rich in symbolism and imagery, in which a father sees his ‘pearl’, his dead daughter, across a river that separates him from her and from the heavenly realm; and, in a reversal of roles, he is instructed by her. Patience and Cleanness are homiletic poems that use lively accounts of Biblical stories – such as ‘Jonah and the Whale’ and ‘Belshazzar’s Feast’ – as exempla to teach about their eponymous virtues. The moral concerns of these three works help to explain the interest of the author of SGGK in the ethical dilemma with which Gawain is faced.

			Gawain’s Reputation

			Gawain is King Arthur’s nephew, and in much Arthurian literature he is considered the best of Arthur’s knights. In his Perceval, Chrétien de Troyes asserts that Gawain is the most courteous knight in the world. In this work, as in numerous others, Gawain is contrasted to Kay, whose boorishness is a foil to Gawain’s courtliness. In several Dutch romances, Gawain is called the Father of Adventure, and he has great skill in healing as well as in fighting and diplomacy. In many of the French romances of the twelfth through to the fourteenth century, Gawain is the most important hero, although Lancelot eventually replaces him in this role. In the thirteenth-century Vulgate Cycle, for example, Gawain is said to be the second-best worldly knight after Lancelot.

			In Malory’s Morte d’Arthur, Gawain is at times brave and noble and at times vengeful and treacherous. He keeps alive the feud between the house of Lot and the house of Pellinore by unchivalrously killing Pellinore and then Lamorak. He is also unforgiving when Lancelot accidentally kills Gareth, and Gawain refuses to allow Arthur to make peace with him. Before this, however, he tried to dissuade Mordred and Agravain from accusing Lancelot; and he ultimately realizes that Lancelot is noble and Mordred wicked. In the English verse romances featuring Gawain, however, he is typically nearly flawless in his courage and courtesy.

			Gawain’s Reputation in Alliterative Romances

			In the alliterative romances besides SGGK in which Gawain appears, he is presented as the epitome of knightly courtesy and chivalry. In the late-fourteenth-century northern romance The Awntyrs off Arthure at the Terne Wathelyne (The Adventures of Arthur at Tarn Wadling), a knight named Galeron accuses Arthur of wrongfully winning his lands in war and giving them to Gawain. Galeron offers to fight for the disputed territory, and Gawain accepts the challenge, thus placing his right to the lands in dramatic opposition to Galeron’s. Neither knight wins the battle, but Galeron is so moved by Gawain’s courage that he renounces his claim. Arthur, in turn, impressed with Galeron’s respect for knightly valour, offers Gawain lands and castles in return for yielding the disputed land to Galeron, a gesture that Gawain willingly makes. Galeron is made a member of the Round Table, and tranquillity is restored. Similarly, in the fifteenth-century alliterative poem Golagros and Gawain, Gawain is able to win the allegiance of Golagros for Arthur by defeating him in battle but then claiming that he had been overcome so that the proud knight can maintain his honour. Inspired by Gawain’s exceptional courtesy, Golagros admits that he lost and pledges loyalty to Arthur, who shows his magnanimity by releasing Golagros from his pledge of fealty, thus leaving him as free as he was before.

			In SGGK, Gawain’s ‘honour’ is said to be ‘praised above that of all men on earth’. This reputation is scrutinized by the poem and by Gawain himself. Therefore, it becomes a question that readers must consider, and that is one of the keys to understanding and enjoying the poem.

			Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

			Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is the greatest and most intricately crafted of the English verse romances. Written in alliterative stanzas of irregular length with a rhyming bob and wheel (a short one-stress line followed by four three-stress lines, rhyming ABABA) at the end, SGGK employs intricate patterns of parallelism through which its meaning is revealed. Narrative elements reflect one another and interweave to bind the poem together much as the alliterating syllables bind lines together.

			SGGK begins with a reference to the fall of Troy and to Brutus, a descendant of Aeneas. Geoffrey of Monmouth and many other medieval chroniclers considered Brutus to be the founder of Britain and the first in the line of British kings that leads to Arthur. This legendary origin story aggrandizes Arthur by giving him a heroic and historic heritage and by declaring that he is the ‘most valiant’ of all the British kings since Brutus.

			Camelot at Christmas-time is the setting for the opening action. As often happens in Arthurian romance, something strange from outside the court intrudes and challenges its people and values. A knight, green not just in his livery but also in his person, enters astride a green horse and carrying contrasting symbols: a holly bob (a symbol of peace) and a great axe. Interpreted by critics as everything from a force of nature to a demon, the Green Knight proposes to the court a beheading contest: he will endure a stroke of the axe and then give one in return. (Morgan le Fay, the old woman Gawain meets later in the poem, is said to have instigated the challenge in order to test the Round Table and to frighten Guinevere.)

			The beheading contest is a motif that is found in several other medieval works, from its earliest appearance in the French La Mule sans frein (The Mule Without a Bridle) to the late English poems The Carle of Carlisle and The Grene Knight. It is typically Gawain who undertakes the adventure. In the French prose romance Perlesvaus, however, Lancelot accepts the challenge. But nowhere is that motif interwoven into the structure or integrated with the theme of the work as skilfully as in SGGK.

			The initial reluctance of any of Arthur’s knights to accept the Green Knight’s challenge prompts him to question the reputation of the court. He asks, “Is this Arthur’s hall, and these the knights whose renown hath run through many realms?” This question introduces a controlling theme, that of renown or reputation. Gawain underplays his own reputation: when he accepts the challenge, he says that he is the weakest and the least of Arthur’s knights. It is not clear that he or anyone else believes this; after all, the device on his shield is a pentangle, which is a symbol of perfection. As we learn in the extended explanation of its significance, the pentangle implies that Gawain is the ‘truest of heroes and gentlest of knights’.

			In order to keep his vow, Gawain endures the hardships of winter and the dangers of travel through lands outside the protection of Arthur. When he prays that he might find lodging where he can hear Mass on Christmas Day, almost immediately he sees a castle belonging to a lord named Bernlak (as Weston, whose version is used in this book, gives the name – though the standard edition of SGGK reads ‘Bertilak’ and some editions and translations call the lord ‘Bercilak’). There, he is well received and honoured because he possesses ‘all fame, and valour, and courtesy’. At the castle, he enters into a second bargain, which parallels the beheading contest begun at Camelot. He agrees to an exchange of winnings with the lord of the castle, who goes out hunting each of the three mornings that Gawain is his guest. In return for the game the lord brings home, Gawain must give him whatever he wins during the day.

			On each of the three days, while his host hunts a deer, a boar and a fox respectively, Gawain is tempted by Bernlak’s wife. As critics generally agree, there is a correspondence between the animals being hunted and the actions of Gawain as he responds to his host’s wife. On the first day, he is shy and elusive like the hart; on the second day, he faces his pursuer and resists like the boar; and on the third day, he is deceitful like the fox.

			In her temptations of Gawain, Bernlak’s wife uses his reputation to undermine his resistance to her. She first praises his fame. As he was in Arthur’s court, Gawain is self-deprecating. But when she says that she can hardly believe he is Gawain because a man such as he is reputed to be would not have spent time with a lady without asking for a kiss, he does kiss her – once on the first day, twice on the second, and three times on the third. On the third day, she also tries to give him a ring, which he refuses; then she offers her ominously green ‘lace’ (a girdle or belt) and tells him that it will protect him from harm. Seeing a chance to save his life, he accepts the gift. To fulfil his part of the bargain, each evening when the lord returns from the hunt, Gawain gives him the kisses he has received (without saying from whom he received them) in exchange for the game the lord has brought home. But when he exchanges the winnings with the lord on the third evening, he gives him only the three kisses and not the green girdle.

			Before Gawain sets out from the castle to fulfil his obligation to meet the Green Knight, he is armed again; in this instance, however, the arming culminates not in his taking of the shield with the device symbolic of virtue, but in his putting on the green girdle, perhaps an indication of a lack of faith or at least a shift in faith from virtue to magic. As he rides to fulfil his pledge to the Green Knight, he undergoes another temptation, this time of his courage. The guide Bernlak has provided to take Gawain to the Green Chapel advises that he ride away without meeting the Green Knight and swears not to tell anyone what Gawain did. Gawain responds that even if the guide were true to his word, he, Gawain, would be a coward if he took this advice, and so he rides on to meet his fate. This brief scene is significant because it shows Gawain beginning to understand that he must define – and act according to – his own moral code.

			As he prepares to receive the blow from the Green Knight’s axe, Gawain swerves aside, prompting the Green Knight to say that he cannot be Gawain, who never feared any opponent, because he flinches before he feels the blow. The attack on Gawain’s reputation steels him, and he does not move as the axe descends a second time; but it stops before striking him. The third time, the stroke nicks Gawain’s neck and draws blood but does no real harm. As the Green Knight explains, the three strokes reflect the three days of temptation and exchanges. On the first two, Gawain kept the bargain. On the third, he was not completely faithful to his pledge, and so he receives a slight wound. Though Gawain is greatly ashamed at his failing, the Green Knight says he lacked only ‘a little’ (was only slightly at fault). For the Green Knight, the fact that Gawain acted as he did because he loved his life is a mitigating factor. Nevertheless, Gawain says he will now wear the green girdle ‘in sign of my frailty’ – that is, as a symbol of his failing.

			When Gawain returns to Camelot, the court views the adventure much as the Green Knight did. Arthur orders that the green girdle be worn by each member of the court in recognition of the fame that Gawain has brought to the Round Table. Like the displaying of the axe with which he beheaded the Green Knight so that all men might see it and know of Gawain’s deed, this act is another visible sign of the honour in which he is held. But the girdle that the court considers a sign of his renown, Gawain perceives as a reminder of his shame. Thus, he has come to the realization that virtue and honour are not matters of public approval and that his knowledge of his own deeds is more important than the regard of others. Yet the poem seems to appreciate that people of honour sometimes hold themselves to a higher standard than others might. It also displays a joy in life that is reflected in the lively scenes of feasts, hunts and temptations; in its elaborate structure; in the vitality of the alliterative verse supplemented by rhyme; and in its recognition that imperfections are a part of life that need not overshadow heroic action.

			With Gawain’s return to Camelot, the court’s display of this second symbol of Gawain’s courage (the girdle paralleling the axe), and the reference, as at the beginning, to the legendary founding of Britain by Brutus, the poem has come full circle and has completed the pattern of parallels around which it is so artfully structured.

			Modern Renderings of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

			Though The Grene Knight (which is printed later in this volume) is the only medieval work to show direct influence of SGGK, quite a few modern authors and artists have responded to the earlier romance or reworked it in verse, drama, opera, fiction and film. Such adaptation, however, did not begin until early in the twentieth century. SGGK was virtually unknown in the modern period until it was edited for the first time in 1839 by Frederic Madden, who gave it the name by which it has been known ever since. Of course, it was some time after Madden’s edition before the poem was widely read and recognized as the masterpiece that it is. The monumental 1925 edition of SGGK by J.R.R. Tolkien and E.V. Gordon was instrumental in introducing it into classrooms and to a wider audience.

			In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, illustrated editions, translations and adaptations of SGGK abound. Poets such as Yvor Winters and Loren Eiseley, novelists such as Thomas Berger, Iris Murdoch and Vera Chapman, and several dramatists (including David Harsent, whose verse play Gawain was written as a libretto for music by Harrison Birtwistle) have been inspired by SGGK.

			There have also been three films based on SGGK. Two of them were directed by Stephen Weeks. The first of these, Gawain and the Green Knight (1973), starring rock singer Murray Head as Sir Gawain, inserts into the middle of the events of the medieval poem an episode borrowed from Chrétien’s Yvain. A decade later, Stephen Weeks remade his version of SGGK as Sword of the Valiant: The Legend of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (1983), starring Sean Connery as the Green Knight and Miles O’Keeffe as Sir Gawain. This version adds to the plot an elaborate riddle that the Green Knight poses to Gawain, the solving of which would free him from the return stroke. Like these two films, The Green Knight (2021), directed by David Lowery and starring Dev Patel as Gawain, adds material not in the poem – the story of St. Winifred, for example – and it radically alters Gawain’s story, in the process removing much of the poem’s exuberant joy.

			None of these adaptations comes close to the quality of SGGK, yet the numerous illustrated versions and the reworkings of its story in a variety of genres are a testament to its brilliance.

			Alan Lupack (Introduction) is the author of The Oxford Guide to Arthurian Literature and Legend. Former President of the North American Branch of the International Arthurian Society, he is co-author (with Barbara Tepa Lupack) of King Arthur in America and editor of medieval and post-medieval Arthurian texts. He is the Associate editor of the TEAMS Middle English Texts series and the creator of the electronic database The Camelot Project.

		

	
		
			Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

			The translation of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (SGGK) that appears in this volume was written by Jesse Weston, who is best known today for her once influential study From Ritual to Romance (1920). Although her approach – seeing the Grail stories as Christianized versions of a pagan fertility rite – and most of the conclusions of her book have since been rejected by scholars, it did influence the most influential modern Grail poem, T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922).

			Weston, who herself wrote a Grail poem, ‘Knights of King Arthur’s Court’, that celebrated Perceval’s spirituality, had a wide-ranging knowledge of texts and was more conversant with medieval romance than almost any other scholar of her day. Her translations of ‘romances unrepresented in Malory’ included SGGK and some of the other Gawain episodes in this volume. In addition to her study of the grail legend, she also wrote monographs on Lancelot and Perceval and one on Gawain (titled The Legend of Sir Gawain: Studies upon Its Original Scope and Significance – some chapters of which are included in this book), whom she considered ‘one of the most puzzling, and at the same time most fascinating, characters of the Arthurian cycle’.

			Even if we do not accept all of her conclusions, she made valuable contributions to the study of Arthurian literature by considering, in her scholarly writings, texts in many languages – thus emphasizing the undeniable intertextuality of those stories – and by making accessible to the English-speaking world, through her translations, French, German, and Dutch Arthurian romances.

		

	
		
			Preface
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			The poem of which the following pages offer a prose rendering is contained in a MS., believed to be unique, of the Cottonian Collection, Nero A. X., preserved in the British Museum. The MS. is of the end of the fourteenth century, but it is possible that the composition of the poem is somewhat earlier; the subject matter is certainly of very old date. There has been a considerable divergence of opinion among scholars on the question of authorship, but the view now generally accepted is that it is the work of the same hand as Pearl, another poem of considerable merit contained in the same MS.

			Our poem, or, to speak more correctly, metrical romance, contains over 2500 lines, and is composed in staves of varying length, ending in five short rhyming lines, technically known as a bob and a wheel, – the lines forming the body of the stave being not rhyming, but alliterative. The dialect in which it is written has been decided to be West Midland, probably Lancashire, and is by no means easy to understand. Indeed, it is the real difficulty and obscurity of the language, which in spite of careful and scholarly editing will always place the poem in its original form outside the range of any but professed students of mediaeval literature, which has encouraged me to make an attempt to render it more accessible to the general public, by giving it a form that shall be easily intelligible, and at the same time preserve as closely as possible the style of the author.

			For that style, in spite of a certain roughness, unavoidable at a period in which the language was still in a partially developed and amorphous stage, is really charming. The author has a keen eye for effect; a talent for description, detailed without becoming wearisome; a genuine love of Nature and sympathy with her varying moods; and a real refinement and elevation of feeling which enable him to deal with a risqué situation with an absence of coarseness, not, unfortunately, to be always met with in a mediaeval writer. Standards of taste vary with the age, but even judged by that of our own day the author of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight comes not all too badly out of the ordeal!

			The story with which the poem deals, too, has claims upon our interest. I have shown elsewhere [in The Legend of Sir Gawain, Grimm Library, Vol. VII. (Chapter IX. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight)] that the beheading challenge is an incident of very early occurrence in heroic legend, and that the particular form given to it in the English poem is especially interesting, corresponding as it does to the variations of the story as preserved in the oldest known version, that of the old Irish Fled Bricrend.

			But in no other version is the incident coupled with that of a temptation and testing of the hero’s honour and chastity, such as meets us here. At first sight one is inclined to assign the episode of the lady of the castle to the class of stories of which the oldest version is preserved in Biblical record – the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife; a motif not unseldom employed by mediaeval writers, and which notably occurs in what we may call the Launfal group of stories. But there are certain points which may make us hesitate as to whether in its first conception the tale was really one of this class.

			It must be noted that here the lady is acting throughout with the knowledge and consent of the husband, an important point of difference. In the second place, it is very doubtful whether her entire attitude was not a ruse. From the Green Knight’s words to Gawain when he finally reveals himself, “I wot we shall soon make peace with my wife, who was thy bitter enemy,” her conduct hardly seems to have been prompted by real passion.

			In my Studies on the Legend of Sir Gawain, already referred to, I have suggested that the character of the lady here is, perhaps, a reminiscence of that of the Queen of the Magic Castle or Isle, daughter or niece of an enchanter, who at an early stage of Gawain’s story was undoubtedly his love. I think it not impossible that she was an integral part of the tale as first told, and her rôle here was determined by that which she originally played. In most versions of the story she has dropped out altogether. It is, of course, possible that, there being but a confused reminiscence of the original tale, her share may have been modified by the influence of the Launfal group; but I should prefer to explain the episode on the whole as a somewhat distorted survival of an original feature.

			But in any case we may be thankful for this, that the author of the most important English metrical romance dealing with Arthurian legend faithfully adheres to the original conception of Gawain’s character, as drawn before the monkish lovers of edification laid their ruthless hands on his legend, and turned the model of knightly virtues and courtesy into a mere vulgar libertine.

			Brave, chivalrous, loyally faithful to his plighted word, scrupulously heedful of his own and others’ honour, Gawain stands before us in this poem. We take up Malory or Tennyson, and in spite of their charm of style, in spite of the halo of religious mysticism in which they have striven to enwrap their characters, we lay them down with a feeling of dissatisfaction. How did the Gawain of their imagination, this empty-headed, empty-hearted worldling, cruel murderer, and treacherous friend, ever come to be the typical English hero? For such Gawain certainly was, even more than Arthur himself. Then we turn back to these faded pages, and read the quaintly earnest words in which the old writer reveals the hidden meaning of that mystic symbol, the pentangle, and vindicates Gawain’s title to claim it as his badge – and we smile, perhaps; but we cease to wonder at the widespread popularity of King Arthur’s famous nephew, or at the immense body of romance that claims him as its hero.

			Scholars know all this, of course; they can read the poem for themselves in its original rough and intricate phraseology; perhaps they will be shocked at an attempt to handle it in simpler form. But this little book is not for them, and if to those to whom the tale would otherwise be a sealed treasure these pages bring some new knowledge of the way in which our forefathers looked on the characters of the Arthurian legend, the tales they told of them (unconsciously betraying the while how they themselves lived and thought and spoke) – if by that means they gain a keener appreciation of our national heroes, a wider knowledge of our national literature, – then the spirit of the long-dead poet will doubtless not be the slowest to pardon my handling of what was his masterpiece, as it is, in M. Gaston Paris’ words, “The jewel of English medieval literature.”.

			Jessie L. Weston

			Bournemouth, June 1898

		

	
		
			Part I
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			Of the Making of Britain

			After the siege and the assault of Troy, when that burg was destroyed and burnt to ashes, and the traitor slain for his treason, the noble Aeneas and his kin sailed forth to become princes and patrons of well-nigh all the Western Isles. Thus Romulus built Rome (and gave to the city his own name, which it bears even to this day); and Ticius turned him to Tuscany; and Langobard raised him up dwellings in Lombardy; and Felix Brutus sailed far over the French flood, and founded the kingdom of Britain, wherein have been war and waste and wonder, and bliss and bale, oft-times since.

			And in that kingdom of Britain have been wrought more gallant deeds than in any other; but of all British kings Arthur was the most valiant, as I have heard tell, therefore will I set forth a wondrous adventure that fell out in his time. And if ye will listen to me, but for a little while, I will tell it even as it stands in story stiff and strong, fixed in the letter, as it hath long been known in the land.

			How Arthur Held High Feast at Camelot

			King Arthur lay at Camelot upon a Christmas-tide, with many a gallant lord and lovely lady, and all the noble brotherhood of the Round Table. There they held rich revels with gay talk and jest; one while they would ride forth to joust and tourney, and again back to the court to make carols;1 for there was the feast holden fifteen days with all the mirth that men could devise, song and glee, glorious to hear, in the daytime, and dancing at night. Halls and chambers were crowded with noble guests, the bravest of knights and the loveliest of ladies, and Arthur himself was the comeliest king that ever held a court. For all this fair folk were in their youth, the fairest and most fortunate under heaven, and the king himself of such fame that it were hard now to name so valiant a hero.

			New Year’s Day

			Now the New Year had but newly come in, and on that day a double portion was served on the high table to all the noble guests, and thither came the king with all his knights, when the service in the chapel had been sung to an end. And they greeted each other for the New Year, and gave rich gifts, the one to the other (and they that received them were not wroth, that may ye well believe!), and the maidens laughed and made mirth till it was time to get them to meat. Then they washed and sat them down to the feast in fitting rank and order, and Guinevere the queen, gaily clad, sat on the high daïs. Silken was her seat, with a fair canopy over her head, of rich tapestries of Tars, embroidered, and studded with costly gems; fair she was to look upon, with her shining grey eyes, a fairer woman might no man boast himself of having seen.

			But Arthur would not eat till all were served, so full of joy and gladness was he, even as a child; he liked not either to lie long, or to sit long at meat, so worked upon him his young blood and his wild brain. And another custom he had also, that came of his nobility, that he would never eat upon an high day till he had been advised of some knightly deed, or some strange and marvellous tale, of his ancestors, or of arms, or of other ventures. Or till some knight should seek of him leave to joust with another, that they might set their lives in jeopardy, one against another, as fortune might favour them. Such was the king’s custom when he sat in hall at each high feast with his noble knights, therefore on that New Year tide, he abode, fair of face, on the throne, and made much mirth withal.

			Of the Noble Knights There Present

			Thus the king sat before the high table, and spake of many things; and there good Sir Gawain was seated by Guinevere the queen, and on her other side sat Agravain,2 à la dure main; both were the king’s sister’s sons and full gallant knights. And at the end of the table was Bishop Bawdewyn, and Ywain, King Urien’s son, sat at the other side alone. These were worthily served on the daïs, and at the lower tables sat many valiant knights. Then they bare the first course with the blast of trumpets and waving of banners, with the sound of drums and pipes, of song and lute, that many a heart was uplifted at the melody. Many were the dainties, and rare the meats, so great was the plenty they might scarce find room on the board to set on the dishes. Each helped himself as he liked best, and to each two were twelve dishes, with great plenty of beer and wine.

			The Coming of the Green Knight

			Now I will say no more of the service, but that ye may know there was no lack, for there drew near a venture that the folk might well have left their labour to gaze upon. As the sound of the music ceased, and the first course had been fitly served, there came in at the hall door one terrible to behold, of stature greater than any on earth; from neck to loin so strong and thickly made, and with limbs so long and so great that he seemed even as a giant. And yet he was but a man, only the mightiest that might mount a steed; broad of chest and shoulders and slender of waist, and all his features of like fashion; but men marvelled much at his colour, for he rode even as a knight, yet was green all over.

			The Fashion of the Knight

			For he was clad all in green, with a straight coat, and a mantle above; all decked and lined with fur was the cloth and the hood that was thrown back from his locks and lay on his shoulders. Hose had he of the same green, and spurs of bright gold with silken fastenings richly worked; and all his vesture was verily green. Around his waist and his saddle were bands with fair stones set upon silken work, ’twere too long to tell of all the trifles that were embroidered thereon – birds and insects in gay gauds of green and gold.

			Of the Knight’s Steed

			All the trappings of his steed were of metal of like enamel, even the stirrups that he stood in stained of the same, and stirrups and saddle-bow alike gleamed and shone with green stones. Even the steed on which he rode was of the same hue, a green horse, great and strong, and hard to hold, with broidered bridle, meet for the rider.

			The knight was thus gaily dressed in green, his hair falling around his shoulders, on his breast hung a beard, as thick and green as a bush, and the beard and the hair of his head were clipped all round above his elbows. The lower part of his sleeves were fastened with clasps in the same wise as a king’s mantle. The horse’s mane was crisped and plaited with many a knot folded in with gold thread about the fair green, here a twist of the hair, here another of gold. The tail was twined in like manner, and both were bound about with a band of bright green set with many a precious stone; then they were tied aloft in a cunning knot, whereon rang many bells of burnished gold. Such a steed might no other ride, nor had such ever been looked upon in that hall ere that time; and all who saw that knight spake and said that a man might scarce abide his stroke.

			The Arming of the Knight

			The knight bore no helm nor hauberk, neither gorget nor breast-plate, neither shaft nor buckler to smite nor to shield, but in one hand he had a holly-bough, that is greenest when the groves are bare, and in his other an axe, huge and uncomely, a cruel weapon in fashion, if one would picture it. The head was an ell-yard long, the metal all of green steel and gold, the blade burnished bright, with a broad edge, as well shapen to shear as a sharp razor. The steel was set into a strong staff, all bound round with iron, even to the end, and engraved with green in cunning work. A lace was twined about it, that looped at the head, and all adown the handle it was clasped with tassels on buttons of bright green richly broidered.

			The knight halted in the entrance of the hall, looking to the high daïs, and greeted no man, but looked ever upwards; and the first words he spake were, “Where is the ruler of this folk? I would gladly look upon that hero, and have speech with him.” He cast his eyes on the knights, and mustered them up and down, striving ever to see who of them was of most renown.

			Then was there great gazing to behold that chief, for each man marvelled what it might mean that a knight and his steed should have even such a hue as the green grass; and that seemed even greener than green enamel on bright gold. All looked on him as he stood, and drew near unto him wondering greatly what he might be; for many marvels had they seen, but none such as this, and phantasm and faërie did the folk deem it. Therefore were the gallant knights slow to answer, and gazed astounded, and sat stone still in a deep silence through that goodly hall, as if a slumber were fallen upon them. I deem it was not all for doubt, but some for courtesy that they might give ear unto his errand.

			Then Arthur beheld this adventure before his high daïs, and knightly he greeted him, for discourteous was he never. “Sir,” he said, “thou art welcome to this place – lord of this hall am I, and men call me Arthur. Light thee down, and tarry awhile, and what thy will is, that shall we learn after.”

			Of the Knight’s Challenge

			“Nay,” quoth the stranger, “so help me He that sitteth on high, ’twas not mine errand to tarry any while in this dwelling; but the praise of this thy folk and thy city is lifted up on high, and thy warriors are holden for the best and the most valiant of those who ride mail-clad to the fight. The wisest and the worthiest of this world are they, and well proven in all knightly sports. And here, as I have heard tell, is fairest courtesy, therefore have I come hither as at this time. Ye may be sure by the branch that I bear here that I come in peace, seeking no strife. For had I willed to journey in warlike guise I have at home both hauberk and helm, shield and shining spear, and other weapons to mine hand, but since I seek no war my raiment is that of peace. But if thou be as bold as all men tell thou wilt freely grant me the boon I ask.”

			And Arthur answered, “Sir Knight, if thou cravest battle here thou shalt not fail for lack of a foe.”

			And the knight answered, “Nay, I ask no fight, in faith here on the benches are but beardless children, were I clad in armour on my steed there is no man here might match me. Therefore I ask in this court but a Christmas jest, for that it is Yule-tide, and New Year, and there are many here. If any one in this hall holds himself so hardy,3 so bold both of blood and brain, as to dare strike me one stroke for another, I will give him as a gift this axe, which is heavy enough, in sooth, to handle as he may list, and I will abide the first blow, unarmed as I sit. If any knight be so bold as to prove my words let him come swiftly to me here, and take this weapon, I quit claim to it, he may keep it as his own, and I will abide his stroke, firm on the floor. Then shalt thou give me the right to deal him another, the respite of a year from to-day shall he have. Now pledge me thy word, and let see whether any here dare say aught.”

			The Silence of the Knights

			Now if the knights had been astounded at the first, yet stiller were they all, high and low, when they had heard his words. The knight on his steed straightened himself in the saddle, and rolled his eyes fiercely round the hall, red they gleamed under his green and bushy brows. He frowned and twisted his beard, waiting to see who should rise, and when none answered he cried aloud in mockery, “What, is this Arthur’s hall, and these the knights whose renown hath run through many realms? Where are now your pride and your conquests, your wrath, and anger, and mighty words? Now are the praise and the renown of the Round Table overthrown by one man’s speech, since all keep silence for dread ere ever they have seen a blow!”

			With that he laughed so loudly that the blood rushed to the king’s fair face for very shame; he waxed wroth, as did all his knights, and sprang to his feet, and drew near to the stranger and said, “Now by heaven foolish is thine asking, and thy folly shall find its fitting answer. I know no man aghast at thy great words. Give me here thine axe and I shall grant thee the boon thou hast asked.” Lightly he sprang to him and caught at his hand, and the knight, fierce of aspect, lighted down from his charger.

			Then Arthur took the axe and gripped the haft, and swung it round, ready to strike. And the knight stood before him, taller by the head than any in the hall; he stood, and stroked his beard, and drew down his coat, no more dismayed for the king’s threats than if one had brought him a drink of wine.

			How Sir Gawain Dared the Venture

			Then Gawain, who sat by the queen, leaned forward to the king and spake, “I beseech ye, my lord, let this venture be mine. Would ye but bid me rise from this seat, and stand by your side, so that my liege lady thought it not ill, then would I come to your counsel before this goodly court. For I think it not seemly that such challenge should be made in your hall that ye yourself should undertake it, while there are many bold knights who sit beside ye, none are there, methinks, of readier will under heaven, or more valiant in open field. I am the weakest, I wot, and the feeblest of wit, and it will be the less loss of my life if ye seek sooth. For save that ye are mine uncle naught is there in me to praise, no virtue is there in my body save your blood, and since this challenge is such folly that it beseems ye not to take it, and I have asked it from ye first, let it fall to me, and if I bear myself ungallantly then let all this court blame me.”

			Then they all spake with one voice that the king should leave this venture and grant it to Gawain.

			Then Arthur commanded the knight to rise, and he rose up quickly and knelt down before the king, and caught hold of the weapon; and the king loosed his hold of it, and lifted up his hand, and gave him his blessing, and bade him be strong both of heart and hand. “Keep thee well, nephew,” quoth Arthur, “that thou give him but the one blow, and if thou redest him rightly I trow thou shalt well abide the stroke he may give thee after.”

			The Making of the Covenant

			Gawain stepped to the stranger, axe in hand, and he, never fearing, awaited his coming. Then the Green Knight spake to Sir Gawain, “Make we our covenant ere we go further. First, I ask thee, knight, what is thy name? Tell me truly, that I may know thee.”

			“In faith,” quoth the good knight, “Gawain am I, who give thee this buffet, let what may come of it; and at this time twelvemonth will I take another at thine hand with whatsoever weapon thou wilt, and none other.”

			Then the other answered again, “Sir Gawain, so may I thrive as I am fain to take this buffet at thine hand,” and he quoth further, “Sir Gawain, it liketh me well that I shall take at thy fist that which I have asked here, and thou hast readily and truly rehearsed all the covenant that I asked of the king, save that thou shalt swear me, by thy troth, to seek me thyself wherever thou hopest that I may be found, and win thee such reward as thou dealest me to-day, before this folk.”

			“Where shall I seek thee?” quoth Gawain. “Where is thy place? By Him that made me, I wot never where thou dwellest, nor know I thee, knight, thy court, nor thy name. But teach me truly all that pertaineth thereto, and tell me thy name, and I shall use all my wit to win my way thither, and that I swear thee for sooth, and by my sure troth.”

			“That is enough in the New Year, it needs no more,” quoth the Green Knight to the gallant Gawain, “if I tell thee truly when I have taken the blow, and thou hast smitten me; then will I teach thee of my house and home, and mine own name, then mayest thou ask thy road and keep covenant. And if I waste no words then farest thou the better, for thou canst dwell in thy land, and seek no further. But take now thy toll, and let see how thy strikest.”

			“Gladly will I,” quoth Gawain, handling his axe.

			The Giving of the Blow

			Then the Green Knight swiftly made him ready, he bowed down his head, and laid his long locks on the crown that his bare neck might be seen. Gawain gripped his axe and raised it on high, the left foot he set forward on the floor, and let the blow fall lightly on the bare neck. The sharp edge of the blade sundered the bones, smote through the neck, and clave it in two, so that the edge of the steel bit on the ground, and the head rolled even to the horse’s feet.

			The Marvel of the Green Knight

			The blood spurted forth, and glistened on the green raiment, but the knight neither faltered nor fell; he started forward with out-stretched hand, and caught the head, and lifted it up; then he turned to his steed, and took hold of the bridle, set his foot in the stirrup, and mounted. His head he held by the hair, in his hand. Then he seated himself in his saddle as if naught ailed him, and he were not headless. He turned his steed about, the grim corpse bleeding freely the while, and they who looked upon him doubted them much for the covenant.

			For he held up the head in his hand, and turned the face towards them that sat on the high daïs, and it lifted up the eye-lids and looked upon them, and spake as ye shall hear. “Look, Gawain, that thou art ready to go as thou hast promised, and seek leally till thou find me, even as thou hast sworn in this hall in the hearing of these knights. Come thou, I charge thee, to the Green Chapel, such a stroke as thou hast dealt thou hast deserved, and it shall be promptly paid thee on New Year’s morn. Many men know me as the knight of the Green Chapel, and if thou askest thou shalt not fail to find me. Therefore it behoves thee to come, or to yield thee as recreant.”

			With that he turned his bridle, and galloped out at the hall door, his head in his hands, so that the sparks flew from beneath his horse’s hoofs. Whither he went none knew, no more than they wist whence he had come; and the king and Gawain they gazed and laughed, for in sooth this had proved a greater marvel than any they had known aforetime.

			Though Arthur the king was astonished at his heart, yet he let no sign of it be seen, but spake in courteous wise to the fair queen: “Dear lady, be not dismayed, such craft is well suited to Christmas-tide when we seek jesting, laughter and song, and fair carols of knights and ladies. But now I may well get me to meat, for I have seen a marvel I may not forget.” Then he looked on Sir Gawain, and said gaily, “Now, fair nephew, hang up thine axe, since it has hewn enough,” and they hung it on the dossal above the daïs, where all men might look on it for a marvel, and by its true token tell of the wonder. Then the twain sat them down together, the king and the good knight, and men served them with a double portion, as was the share of the noblest, with all manner of meat and of minstrelsy. And they spent that day in gladness, but Sir Gawain must well bethink him of the heavy venture to which he had set his hand.
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