


Sir Gawain and the Green Knight: A Fourteenth Century Poem
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (SGGK) is a 14th century poem written in Middle English. It is written in the alliterative revival style, with 2530 lines organised into 101 stanzas.[footnoteRef:1] The poem utilises the bob-and-wheel structure, a style which adds drama and musicality to the narrative.[footnoteRef:2] The poem is contained within the ‘Cotton Nero A.x.’ manuscript, alongside three other poems: Pearl, Cleanliness and Patience. The manuscript contains four large capital letters, which are interpreted as breaks, or fitts, splitting the poem into four sections. The Gawain poet is unknown, as are the date and place of creation, but scholars believe it dates to the late 14th century and was written in the West Midlands, possibly around Cheshire. SGGK is considered a masterpiece of mediaeval poetry.[footnoteRef:3] From Stone’s translation, the synopsis of SGGK is as follows:  [1:  Seamus Cassidy, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight <https://mediakron.bc.edu/alliterativepoetry/sir-gawain-and-the-green-knight-1/manuscript-guide> [accessed 31 October 2023].]  [2:  L. Kip Wheeler, Bob-and-Wheel <https://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/lit.bob-and-wheel.html> [accessed 21 November 2023]. ]  [3:  Sam Hall, ‘Conference Review: “Studies in Cotton Nero a.x.”’, Dandelion: Postgraduate Arts Journal and Research Network, 2.1 (2011) <https://doi.org/10.16995/ddl.241>.] 

Fitt 1: SGGK begins with a New Year’s celebration at Camelot. It introduces some of the main characters and contextualises King Arthur and Camelot’s place in history. During the merriment, the Green Knight rides in wielding an axe, and challenges anyone present to strike him with it, on the condition that he will strike a return blow a year later. Sir Gawain, Arthur’s nephew, rushes to accept and cuts off the knight’s head. The knight picks up his head and tells Gawain to meet him at the Green Chapel in a year, before leaving. 
Fitt 2: ten months later, Gawain sets off to meet his fate. He journeys through Wales and into England where he finds a castle whose lord invites him to stay and rest. The Lord Bertilak proposes that he recuperate and be entertained by his wife while he hunts, and that at the end of each day, the two men will exchange what they have gained. 
Fitt 3: Lord Bertilak hunts deer, boar and fox, while Gawain and Lady Bertilak talk. The lady attempts to seduce Gawain, who gives only kisses, and dutifully gifts these to the lord at the end of each day. On the third day, Lady Bertilak offers Gawain a magical girdle that will protect him from harm. Gawain, fearing for his life, accepts, and does not share this with Lord Bertilak. 
Fitt 4: Gawain meets the Green Knight, who swings at him three times, just nicking his neck on the third. He explains that he is Lord Bertilak, and the two feinted blows were for the two times Gawain was honest, while the nick was for his dishonesty in not giving up the girdle. Gawain is shamed and wears the girdle home to show it. The court receives Gawain as a hero.[footnoteRef:4]   [4:  Brian Stone, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, trans. by Brian Stone (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd., 1959).] 

The poem is expertly crafted, making references to historical events to add context to Arthur and Camelot.[footnoteRef:5] It features Christian and Pagan motifs, the cycles of the seasons, adventure, romance and games, which were hugely popular in mediaeval literature and myth. The language used in SGGK is rich and emotive, with superb attention to detail given throughout. Of the description of the Green Knight, Sadowski writes that some of the stanzas (lines 151-231) are ‘probably unrivalled in mediaeval literature’.[footnoteRef:6] To quote from Tolkien’s translation: ‘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.’[footnoteRef:7] This stanza is a good example of the bob-and-wheel structure mentioned earlier in the essay.  [5:  Christine Chism, Alliterative Revivals (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt3fhcf9> [accessed 13 November 2023].]  [6:  Piotr Sadowski, The Knight on His Quest: Symbolic Patterns of Transition in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (University of Delaware Press, 1996).]  [7:  J. R. R. Tolkien, E. V. Gordon, and Norman Davis, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (OUP Oxford, 1967).] 

 Tolkien writes that the metre, style and language are different to Chaucer, the Gawain-poet’s presumed contemporary, and that these differences may be partly to blame for his anonymity.[footnoteRef:8] Stone concurs that the style of SGGK is quite different to contemporary romances, noting that it seems to be influenced by older Anglo-Saxon and Norse poetry.[footnoteRef:9] SGGK features many religious motifs, both Christian and Pagan, and this presents a juxtaposition. Gawain is a Christian who wields a shield decorated with a pentangle, a Pagan symbol, and Lord Bertilak is a Christian who rejects most courtly norms, living meagrely in the wilds. This connects the story both with its contemporary, mostly Christian audience, and older traditions too. The tale of SGGK feels a lot older than it is because of these details, and this has led to some discussion among scholars on whether it could be older than the 14th century.[footnoteRef:10] The beheading mirrors older stories, such as the trials Cú Chulainn faced in Bricriu’s Feast, and Lancelot’s beheading trial in the 13th century Perlesvaut.[footnoteRef:11]  [8:  Tolkien, Gordon, and Davis. ]  [9:  Stone.]  [10:  Ad Putter, ‘Francis Ingledew, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and the Order of the Garter’, Modern Philology, 107.1 (2009), 128–30 <https://doi.org/10.1086/605833>.]  [11:  Larissa Tracy, ‘"So he smote of hir hede by myssefortune": The Real Price of the Beheading Game in SGGK and Malory’, in Heads Will Roll, ed. by Jeff Massey (Brill, 2012) <https://brill.com/display/title/20555> [accessed 21 November 2023].] 

SGGK carefully contrasts the extravagance and order of court life in Camelot with the evocative, raw wilderness of Wales and the Green Chapel.[footnoteRef:12] This contrast in the external world mirrors the internal battle Gawain faces throughout the poem; that of the chivalric code and Christian ideals he lives by, with his base emotional nature. Gawain is surprisingly relatable and relevant to this day, because it is a fundamental part of being human to be afraid, to be attracted to other people, to believe in magic and make mistakes. The mistakes made by Gawain throughout the poem – his hastiness in facing the Green Knight, his affair with Lady Bertilak and lies to Lord Bertilak, his acceptance of the green girdle – all make him human, in a story whose cast members are often supernaturally gifted. This humanness is what makes the tale of SGGK so well-renowned to this day. Gawain is shown to be vulnerable. Woods writes:  [12:  William F. Woods, ‘Nature and the Inner Man in “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight”’, The Chaucer Review, 36.3 (2002), 209–27.] 

The old debate over man - ape or angel? - is implicit in the romances, just as it is in beast fables and fabliaux, and certainly this poem, with its alternate settings of court and nature (the spaces), its frequent combinations of furs and silks (the surfaces), and its sustained interest in the pursuit of human quarry, is using that old issue as a pretext for asking "modern" (fourteenth-century) medieval people to reacquaint themselves with the challenges of their human nature.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Woods.] 

Woods identifies the central appeal of the poem, with its themes of man and nature, and opposition, both internal and external. These themes may account for why SGGK is still relevant today. 
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