Université.
Ca’Fos_can
Venezia

Master’'s Degree
in Language Sciences

Final Thesis

Sir Gawain and the challenge episode in
Middle English analogues

A comparative study of the fantastic

Supervisor
Ch. Prof. Marina Buzzoni

Assistant supervisor
Ch. Prof. Massimiliano Bampi

Graduand

Silvia Bruno
Matricolation number
843875

Academic Year
2018/ 2019






Table of contents

INTRODUCTION . ..cetteruteeuteeuteeteesteesuee st eaeeebe e b eesbeesaeesatesate e bt esbeesbeesaeesaseeabeeabeenbeenseesneesnneenseens 4
1. THE FANTASTIC: TODOROV'S ANALYSIS ...uvteutieueesutereeeteentessteesueesueessesseesseesseesseesnsesnsesnsaens 6
1.1.  INTRODUCTION A LA LITTERATURE FANTASTIQUE ....eevtteruienuieriieereeieeieesieesieesueesseeneeens 6
1.2, THE FANTASTIC AS A LITERARY GENRE ...eeteeruteruterteeteenteenseesueessesseeseesseesseesmeesnseenseens 7
1.3, CONDITIONS OF EXISTENCE OF THE FANTASTIC c..eeruterueerureeteenieenueesieesueesresseenneenseessees 10
1.4, TRANSITORY SUB-GENRES...c.ueesuteruterurerreenteesseesueesueessesnseesseesueesusesusesasesssessseesseesses 14
1.5, THE SYSTEM OF THE FANTASTIC w.eeutteuteeteereenseesueesieessesseesseesueesusesusesasesseessessseesaes 17
1.6, FUNCTIONS OF THE FANTASTIC c.uverutieureeteenseesieesieesieessesseesseesueesssesnsesnsesssessseesseesaes 20

2. CONTEXTUALIZATION AND CONTENT ANALYSIS t.uvteueerurerureereenseenseesseesmeesnseeseesseesseesmeesaeesane 24
2.2.  CHIVALRIC AND ROMANCE TRADITION IN MIDDLE ENGLISH....ccvueeruterienieeieeniee s 25
2.2.1. Romance in England: social conteXt........cccoecveriiiiieeiiniiee e 25
2.2.2. Knighthood at the centre of romance........cccccveevcieeiiiciee e, 27
2.2.3. Manuscripts, authors and their audiences.........coccceeievcieeececiee e, 29
2.2.4. Elements, MOtifs aNd SOUICES .....uueueeeeeeeiiiii e 32
2.2.5. A formal and styliStiC OVEIVIEW .......ccccuveieeciiiee et 34

2.3.  SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT WITHIN MEDIEVAL CHIVALRIC ROMANCES .............. 36
2.3.2. The author and the ManUSCriPt .....coovciiiiiceec e 40
2.3.3.  TRE SOUICES ..eeuteeiieiieiiteeie ettt ettt sttt ettt e s b e sbeesae e et e e beesbeesbeesaee e 42
2.3.4. English popular Gawain rOManCeS..........eeeeeciiieeeeciee et e 51

2.4, THE FANTASTIC IN MEDIEVAL ROMANCES ......eeiutiiuiiatieteenieesieesiteeteeeeeseeesieesaeesaee e 54
2.4.1. Todorov’s theory in the Middle AgES......ccccuveiiiiiiieiiiiee e 54
2.4.2. The origins of the supernatural.......ccccoceeiiiieiiii e, 57
2.4.3. The functions of the supernatural..........cccoccoeeeiiiiieicccie e, 60

2.5, THE FANTASTIC AND SYMBOLISM ....uveeuteeutenueesueesueeeteaseesseesseesmeesnsesseenseesseesusesasesane 62
2.5.1. Fantastic and realistic elements in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight ...... 62
2.5.2 Symbolic meaning and interpretation.........cccecveeieciieeeccciee e, 67

3. FORMAL ANALYSIS ...etteuteereeseenseesitesiteeteesbeesseesseesueesueeemseebeesbeesneesmeesaseenseenbeenseesnnesanenane 79
3.1. A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE FANTASTIC ELEMENT ...eeeuterutenueenieeeeenieesueesueesaeeeane 79
3.2.  THE EPISODE STRUCTURE OF SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT .....coeiiiiienniieniienene 80
3.3, TWO POPULAR GAWAIN ROMANCES ANALYSED....c..ueeereereenreenneenmeeneeereenseesseesseesmnenane 88
3.3.1. The Greene Knight......c.veeiiiiiecce e e 88
3.3.2.  The Turke and Sir GAWaIN.......ccceereereerienie et 110

3.4.  INTERPRETIVE AND COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS ...eeuveenuieruterueereeeeeaseesseesseesseeseessesnseens 129



3.4.1.

3.4.2.

3.4.3.
Bibliography

Structural interpretation.......cccccee e
The challenge ePiSOUE.....ciii i

The challenge and Todorov’s approach.......c.ccceeecveeeeecieeecccieee e



INTRODUCTION

The present work offers a comparative study of the fantastic element in three
Middle English romances, namely Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, The Greene
Knight, and The Turke and Sir Gawain: the texts were chosen in light of some
common motifs, namely the challenge and the beheading, which the three
versions display with rather different results, in terms of treatment of the

supernatural.

Tzvetan Todorov’s approach to the fantastic will offer the theoretical basis of
the present analysis, for the fantastic is defined, in Todorov’s terms, as a literary
genre in which a supernatural, or apparently supernatural, event invades a
situation of ordinary life, therefore causing hesitation over the apparent lack of
explanation for said event: the challenge motif, indeed, may be ascribed to this
definition. Todorov’s approach, however, was based on 18™-century literature and
social context, which was more similar to modern-day society and beliefs than to
the Medieval times: subsequently the purpose of the present comparative study
is to attempt to analyse works pertaining to the Middle Ages using Todorov’s idea

of the fantastic.

The first chapter of the present work will focus on Todorov’s approach, by
giving a brief overview of the most pertinent aspects of the scholar’s work on the

fantastic and attempting to apply it to Middle English literature.

Subsequently, the focus will shift to a contextual and content analysis. The

second chapter, indeed, will highlight the fundamental features of Middle English



romance and proceed inductively to the more specific case of Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight, by discussing characteristics, sources, and analogues. In the second
part of the chapter the discourse on the fantastic in the Middle Ages will be better
analysed, and fantastic and symbolic elements which figure in Sir Gawain and the

Green Knight will be identified and discussed.

Once the theoretical and historical contexts have been exhaustively presented,
the work will be centred on the comparative analysis, using Susan Wittig’s
adaptation of the tagmemic approach to Middle English romance. A detailed
account of the episode structure of the three works will be presented, so it may
become the basis for the structural comparison and of the fantastic element,
which will be discussed in the final part of the chapter. Some reasons for the
differences and similarities among the three works, and in the application of
Todorov’s approach to them, will be tentatively offered, with regards to aim of the

narrative and implicit audience.



1. THE FANTASTIC: TODOROV’S ANALYSIS

1.1. INTRODUCTION A LA LITTERATURE FANTASTIQUE

Literary theorist and author of several essays, Bulgarian scholar Tzvetan
Todorov (Sofia 1939- Paris 2017) is best known for his contribution on the diffusion
and revival of formalist studies in Europe, within the structuralist wave in the
nineteen sixties. After moving to Paris in 1963, he became student under semiotic
philosopher Roland Barthes and dedicated his research to Russian formalism and
the structuralist methods for the analysis of the narrative, so to elaborate a
science of literature which could analyse and study the laws and abstract
properties governing it. Among his most important works appear Théorie de la
Littérature, published in 1965 and Littérature et signification, in 1967.% Considered
a prelude to his studies on linguistic symbolism, his work which most interests our
analysis concerns structuralist criticism and the treatment of the supernatural
element in literature: titled Introduction a la Littérature Fantastique, it was
published in 1970 and contains an analysis of the fantastic which is rather more

exclusive than its analogues.?

In this chapter, the first concern in Todorov’s analysis, regarding the definition
of genre and the inclusion of the fantastic in the group of literary genres, will be
reported. Subsequently three conditions of existence of the fantastic, namely
hesitation, identification, and non-allegorical nor poetic reading, will be listed and

analysed, preceding an overview of the direction that the literary work might

! (Todorov' Tzvetan nell'enciclopedia Treccani)
2 (Authors: Todorov, Tzvetan: SFE: science fiction encyclopedia 2018)



follow when the fantastic ceases to exist. Then, the system of the fantastic will be
given attention, and, lastly, the functions of the supernatural according to the
Bulgarian scholar will be described. This brief overview of Todorov’s work on the

fantastic will be a starting point for the following analysis of contents.

1.2. THE FANTASTIC AS A LITERARY GENRE

Tzvetan Todorov, in Introduction a la Littérature Fantastique (1967), defines the
fantastic as a literary genre, in which ordinary situations are interrupted by events
which apparently cannot be explained according to the laws of nature and thus
create an uncertainty, which is generally common to the characters and the —

implicit — reader.3

In order to study the fantastic as a literary genre, Todorov claims it necessary
to begin with a more general characterization of literary genres and literary
studies. A literary study starts from the assumption that the literary text is both a
combination of features common to other, pre-existing literary works and a
transformation, an evolution of said system of literary works. Subsequently, a
literary study is to be led in two opposite directions: from the literary text to the
literary genre, and from the literary genre to the literary text itself.* Indeed,
Northrop Frye, in his Anatomy of Criticism, names this as one of the chief

characteristics of a literary study, as Todorov reports:

Poetry can only be made out of other poems, novels out of other novels.

Literature shapes itself and is not shaped externally... everything that is new in

3 (Todorov, The Fantastic: a structural approach to a literary genre 2007, 25)
4 (Todorov 2007, 6-7)



literature is a reworking of what is old... self-expression in literature is something

which has never existed.’

Furthermore, a literary genre can be defined by three main aspects, namely
verbal, syntactic, and semantic. The first aspect concerns words and sentences: it
leads to two groups of problems about the properties of the utterances, and the
author and reader of the text.® The syntactic aspect defines how the different parts
of a text are related, in a logical, temporal, or spatial sense. Lastly, the semantic
aspect concerns the themes of a literary work: Frye stipulates that, however many
the themes of literature can be, there is a limited number of universal themes

which are always included and can transform and combine to create all the rest.

In summary, Todorov claims that for a theory of genre to be acceptable, the
presumed genres must find evidence in some or all texts, while the genres found
in history of literature must correspond to a coherent theory: that is, to define
literary genres there must be a dual effort to continually associate concrete

phenomena and abstract theory.

Let us now return to the fantastic and its definition. The most important
part of the definition of fantastic is uncertainty: when the familiar world of the
character, which is also familiar to the reader, is interrupted by events that are
unexplainable within the laws of said world, the character, and the reader with

them, are confronted with a choice between two solutions: on the one hand, the

5> (Todorov 2007, 10)
61t is important to keep in mind that the two entities (author and reader) should be interpreted
as implicit author and reader.



event can be explained through illusion or imagination, therefore leaving the laws
of the world unaltered; on the other hand, the event can be accepted as real, and
thus explainable with laws that are not known to the character and the reader.” In
the case of Sir Gawain and the Green knight, for example, the giant-like
appearance of the Green Knight could be explained as an illusion of the senses, or
by accepting that he is not part of the world as we know it: the solution, however,

maintains its ambiguity until the end of the text.®

The period of time between the appearance of the supernatural and the choice
of one or the other solution defines the fantastic: a hesitation, an uncertainty
between real and imaginary, uncanny and marvellous. Uncanny and marvellous
are indeed the two neighbouring genres of the fantastic, in relation to which the
fantastic must be defined.® Many scholars, such as Castex, Louis Vax, Roger
Caillois, have attempted to give an exhaustive definition of the fantastic; however,
Todorov’s definition, which is derived from that of Russian philosopher Vladimir
Solovyov??, has the advantage of focusing on the choice between the two possible
explanations, defining the fantastic as more of a dividing line between the genres
adjacent to it, than a substance, and is therefore more suitable in terms of richness

and appropriateness.

7 (Todorov 2007, 25)

8 In fact, only at the very end of the text will a plausible solution be presented to Gawain and the
reader.

9 (Todorov 2007, 25)

10 The Russian critic seems to suggest that the uneasiness and uncertainty created by the
fantastic can be attributed solely to external causes to the self, rather than to psychological
reasons, an idea which supports Todorov’s theory that when the fantastic ceases to exist it is in
favour of either the marvellous or the uncanny.



1.3. CONDITIONS OF EXISTENCE OF THE FANTASTIC

Works pertaining to the fantastic genre begin with an ordinary situation, one
which does not violate the laws of nature: in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, this
stage is represented by the Christmas banquet at King Arthur’s court. Afterwards,
something strange happens, that is an unexpected intrusion, which might,
nevertheless, be rationally explained by means of coincidence: the appearance of
the Green Knight at court, as strange as the intruder can seem, is not as
unexplainable as the following development, one which can no longer be
explained by the laws of the natural world. In Sir Gawain’s story this is the

beheading scene.

The beheading scene, nevertheless, does not put an end to the fantastic:
hesitation persists among both Gawain and the court, nobody is convinced of the
supernatural nature of the event, but at the same time the apparent inexplicability
of said event prevents the characters from giving it a completely realistic,

acceptable interpretation.

Todorov insists that, while it is the hero who hesitates, such hesitation must be
experienced by the implicit reader as well, as, just like the hero, the reader cannot
know the truth, which could put an end to the fantastic, for knowledge of the truth
leads one to make a choice between marvellous and uncanny. Thus, due to their
own ambiguous perception, the implicit reader of a work of the fantastic is

plunged into the world of the story. This is the first condition of existence of the

10



fantastic: the reader must hesitate, because were they informed of the truth, the

fantastic would cease to exist.

Hesitation can be perceived with regards to our understanding of the events:
the question is not whether the events have in fact occurred, but whether we
understood them correctly; this is the kind of uncertainty which leads to a choice
between real and illusory, which is Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’s case. Indeed,
Gawain, Arthur and the court have no doubt of the actual presence of the Green
Knight in the court. In other situations, however, the characters are uncertain
whether the events are real or just a product of the mind: in this case, hesitation

occurs between real and imaginary.

In a text, hesitation is often represented through the use of the imperfect tense
and locutions such as ‘I almost believed’. Their function is to maintain the
uncertainty in the writing as well, for without them the effect of the fantastic
would disappear. In our text, the Green Knight is described as monster-like and
not a monster, as resembling a half-giant, but not actually as being one: the poet

leaves great space to interpretation.

The second condition proposed by the Bulgarian author is not considered
obligatory, that is, it may not be fulfilled, but is nevertheless the case of most
works pertaining to fantastic literature. The reader is supposed to identify with the

protagonist or a character of the story, so that they can find representation of their

11



hesitation in the text.! In other words, most fantastic works include one or more
characters who hesitate in front of inexplicable events; however, there are some
exceptions, works in which the characters are either convinced of the reality of

the supernatural events or of their illusory character.!?

Todorov posits one more condition, which concerns the interpretation of the
text. In fact, no text can be ascribed to the fantastic if it is read as poetry or with
an allegorical interpretation, because the reader knows they are not to be
interpreted in their literal sense, whether because they are supposed to be mere
verbal sequences and nothing more (poetry), or because they are to be

understood as having a whole different meaning (allegory).

Fear felt by the characters — and consequently experienced by the reader — is
considered a necessary condition of the fantastic by many scholars. For instance,

Todorov quotes H. P. Lovecraft:

A tale is fantastic if the reader experiences an emotion of profound fear and

terror, the presence of unsuspected worlds and powers.®

The Bulgarian scholar admits that fear is often connected to the fantastic, which

is quite justifiable considering fear is the primary emotion linked to the intrusion

11 As will be considered later in the text, following Omar Khalaf’s analysis in “/ haf sen a selly, |
may not forsake”: una lettura todoroviana del Sir Gawain e il cavaliere verde, Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight, by virtue of the fact that it is a medieval text, is partly an exception to this
condition. (Khalaf 2011)

21t is the case, Todorov reports, of Véra by Villiers de I'lsle-Adam

13 (Todorov 2007, 35)
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of something one does not understand; nonetheless, in his analysis, it is not

considered a necessary condition.

Todorov claims that the end of the fantastic results in the aforementioned fall
into the uncanny or the marvellous. In his work, however, he only refers to texts
pertaining to the 18™-century literature, the age of the Gothic novel, or later. This
poses the problem of how to apply such a recent theory to works which belong to
a much further period of time, considering that it is more difficult to understand
what the implicit reader of a Medieval author could be like, as Jacques LeGoffl4
and Paul Zumthor®® state. As far as the Medieval times are concerned, one can
only make assumptions based on what has been transmitted to us. Omar Khalaf,
for instance, proposes one further category, the magic, following the lines of
discourse of the aforementioned scholars®. Given that magic was indeed part of
everyday life in the Middle Ages, Khalaf asserts that Todorov’s concept of
marvellous could not have existed then, as, often, it matched the wide-spread
view of reality: following Le Goff’s remarks, this peculiar kind of Medieval
“everyday” marvellous includes exceptional situations which are nonetheless
encased in the laws of nature, which are indeed marvellous, but not as
extraordinary as they would be considered in another period of time. The subtle
line which constitutes the fantastic, viewed as a limit between the uncanny and

the marvellous, is continuously crossed by Medieval authors, in light of the

14 (Le Goff 1988)
15 (Zumthor 1972)
16 (Khalaf 2011)
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ephemeral character of the boundaries between natural and supernatural in the

Middle ages.’

1.4. TRANSITORY SUB-GENRES

Resuming Todorov’s analysis, the scholar asserts that the fantastic may be
defined as a boundary, situated on the limit between the marvellous and the
uncanny, and thus only in relation with the two. However, the limit line is not
always clear and there are works which can be located in between the fantastic
and the uncanny, on one hand, and the fantastic and the marvellous on the other
hand; therefore, Todorov posits the existence of two transitory sub-genres,
namely the fantastic-uncanny and the fantastic-marvellous, which include works
where hesitation covers a long period in the timeline of the story, but still ends in

one or the other neighbouring genre.*®

In the fantastic-uncanny sub-genre, the events appear to be supernatural in the
first place, although by the end of the story they receive explanations which put
an end to the fantastic and re-establish the reality of the world in which the
characters live. The events might have occurred by accident, coincidence, tricks,
or illusions: this is the realm of the dichotomy real/illusory, where the events have
actually happened and may be explained rationally. The real/imaginary
opposition, on the contrary, concerns all explanations having to do with dreams,

drugs, and madness, therefore attributing the events to the imagination rather

7 (Khalaf 2011)
18 (Todorov 2007, 45)

14



than reality. It must be noted that explanations pertaining to the real/illusory
group are not always the most probable and might seem less probable than
excuses breaking the rules of nature as we know it; nevertheless, this does not
disrupt the analysis of the fantastic to this point, as probability refers to internal
coherence in a genre, while the fantastic is, again, a state of hesitation and

uncertainty experienced by the reader and the characters.

On the other hand, in works pertaining to the uncanny, the events described
provoke reactions of fear and incredulity, but they can be explained by the laws of
the world we live in. As it applies to a great number of works, this definition could
be criticized for being too vague, but Todorov states that it is as broad as the genre

can be, with it being only limited on the side of the fantastic.

The fantastic-marvellous includes all fantastic narratives in which the character
— and the reader — accept the supernatural. Only certain details will determine
whether the works are ascribed to the fantastic-marvellous or the pure
marvellous. One of the features of the fantastic-marvellous is the series of strange
events, which could still be explained rationally: it culminates in a supernatural
event that can’t be accounted for through the laws of nature, locating the story

into the fantastic-marvellous.

The pure form of the marvellous is characterized by the lack of distinct
boundaries: the characters — and the implicit reader with them — do not react in a
particular way to the supernatural events and the nature of the events is the focus

of the marvellous, rather than the attitude. Undoubtedly, an example of the pure

15



marvellous are fairy tales, where the characters’ reactions to supernatural events
suggest that the setting is not the world we live in, and it does not answer to the
laws of our nature: the supernatural elements are indeed part of everyday life in
a fairy tale world, as they do not cause any surprise in the characters nor the

reader.

The boundaries of the pure marvellous can be further defined if one identifies
the types of narrative in which the supernatural can be explained, and therefore
does not fully disrupt reason. In the hyperbolic marvellous, the events are
considered supernatural because the dimensions mentioned in the descriptions
are greater than the ordinary, similarly to the description of the Green Knight as a
half-giant in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.’®> The hyperbolic marvellous,
nevertheless, can be accounted for through means of illusion, fear or simply
allegorical interpretation. In the exotic marvellous, the setting in which the
supernatural events take place cannot be located by the implicit reader, who,
consequently, might not question them for not being part of the world they live
in. This can also be connected to the Arthurian legends, as, while the modern
reader might relegate these stories in the pure marvellous in virtue of magic and
supernatural beings, the Medieval reader could consider the Arthurian world,
whose exact location was not specified. As for the last two categories, the
instrumental marvellous and the scientific marvellous, the supernatural is

explained through technology which is probable, although not yet developed in

%1t is worth noting, however, that one might argue that the author of Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight uses said description only in order to create the hesitation typical of the fantastic

16



the period, in the former case, or thanks to laws of nature not yet acknowledged

by contemporary science: this is the case of science-fiction works.

1.5. THE SYSTEM OF THE FANTASTIC

Todorov further claims that a literary text can be considered a system in its
functioning, as there are necessary relations between all of its parts: the
reconstruction of a literary work from its structure should be possible and all of
the features of said text should be influenced by the modification of one of them.
From this follows that the uncertainty created by the fantastic should modify in a

way or another the whole text, on all of its levels.?°

The structural unity which results from the above-mentioned presupposition is
achieved by means of three properties of the texts. The first one, which is proper
of the utterance itself, concerns figurative discourse and rhetorical figures, which
are often interpreted literally rather than figuratively. It is the case of the
hyperbolic marvellous, where the supernatural might appear as the ultimate
extension of a figurative image: Todorov asserts that “exaggeration leads to the
supernatural”.?! In other cases, the figurative expression is realized in a literal
sense by the intervention of the fantastic: for instance, a simile about death and
love, by the end of the story might actually become reality, with love having the
same consequences as death. Further, there can be a synchronic relation between

figurative discourse and rhetorical figures, on the level of function rather than

20 (Todorov 2007)
2! (Todorov 2007, 77)
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etymology: the appearance of a supernatural event at the end of the story is
accompanied and preceded by comparisons and figurative or idiomatic
expressions, which designate said supernatural event when they are taken
literally. In other words, the author creates a path of expressions which culminates
in the occurrence of the foretold event. These relations help us understand how
the fantastic and figurative discourse are intertwined: the supernatural can only

exist in language, and language is the only mean to conceive the supernatural.??

The second property concerns the act of uttering, that is the speech act. That
means it has to do with the narrator, and subsequently the second condition
posited by Todorov: the represented narrator is the most suitable narrator in the
fantastic genre because he is together part of the story and outside of it. In other
words, while a non-represented narrator would plunge the story into the realm of
the marvellous at the very first occurrence of the supernatural element, a first-
person narrator, who is at the same time character of the story and someone the
reader can identify with, is allowed doubt, hesitation and uncertain reactions, and
therefore can create the atmosphere for the fantastic. The case of Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight is, once again, an exception, due to its origin in the Middle Ages:
the narrator is someone who found a book and wishes to transmit its story, thus,
he is both in the story and outside of it, and the narrator himself experiences the

fantastic.

22 (Todorov 2007)
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Lastly, the third property comes from the syntactical aspect of the story.
Penzolt claims that one of the features of a fantastic story is the gradual crescendo
of supernatural influence in the real world, although this gradation is not always
followed: not even in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight can we find such a
gradation, as the most supernatural scene, the beheading, is to be found at almost
the beginning of the story. Todorov, however, seems to partially agree with
Penzolt’s theory: he asserts, nonetheless, that what should interest the study of a
genre is temporality, not a regular gradation which is not found in all of the works
pertaining to the fantastic. That is, the fantastic, like the detective story but more
than other literary genres, requires a precise process of reading: if the reader reads
a fantastic book, but already knows how it ends, the fantastic will not exist, for the
ambiguous situation will not be generated for lack of doubt. This is how Todorov
explains the difference between the first and the second reading of a fantastic
story: the reader does not identify with the narrator anymore, and can exercise

meta-cognition to identify the strategies used to create the fantastic.

Todorov moves on with his analysis to speak of the third aspect identified by
Frye: the semantic aspect. The supernatural event is considered semantically if
compared to other elements which can be similar or contrasting, but, nonetheless,
have no direct relation to it. As Todorov puts it:

In speaking of an uncanny event, we do not take into account its relations with

the contiguous events, but its connections to other events, remote in the series

but similar or contrasting.”

2 (Todorov 2007, 91)

19



1.6. FUNCTIONS OF THE FANTASTIC

By looking at the role of the fantastic in a literary work, Todorov posits three
main functions: creating a particular reaction in the reader; maintaining an
atmosphere of suspense and permitting a complicated organization of the plot;
almost tautologically allowing the fantastic to become reality inside the language.
With regards to the third function, Todorov assumes that to study the themes of
the fantastic, one ought more generally study literary themes, for they are
contiguous, and that the main feature of the fantastic is the exaggeration, the
superlative. From his assumptions, Todorov goes on to explain the difficulties of
thematic criticism, in particular the lack of means to analyse literary structures and
the dangers of exiting the realm of literary criticism and entering other sciences in

order to find categories.?*

Witold Ostrowsky, as mentioned by Todorov, proposes, in his The Fantastic and
the Realistic in Literature: Suggestions on How to Define and Analyze Fantastic
Fiction a theory according to which the themes of the fantastic are identified on
the basis of the transgressive behaviour with regards to a schema including eight
main elements:?°> what is different from other categorizations is the abstract level

on which Ostrowsky builds his theory.

24 (Todorov 2007)
25 (Ostrowski 1966)
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Todorov’s strategy for the study of themes is derived from the application of a
technique which allows prudence, so as not to fall into the danger of making a list
or putting so much attention on the reaction that the very nature of the
supernatural event disappears. The groups of themes are obtained by dividing
them on the base of their compatibilities and incompatibilities, whence the
themes which are together and can appear together are combined: this can be
considered the stage of description. Once this stage is done, the so-called stage of

explanation, that is the interpretation of the classes themselves, begins.

Lastly, in a change of perspective, acquiring the point of view of literature in
general, Todorov tries to define the functions of the fantastic, and identify a
literary and a social one of the supernatural: the literary function has to do with
the fantastic as a reaction to the supernatural, whereas the social function

concerns aspects of the supernatural itself.

With regards to the social function, Todorov claims that the fantastic is used so
as to describe and discuss topics which are generally considered taboos, and risk
being censored: authors use the fantastic to avoid condemnation, for it is easier
to speak about certain events pertaining to the sphere of sexual excess, crime and
madness, if it is the devil who acts through them. In other words, as Todorov

claims:

The function of the supernatural is to exempt the text from the action of the law,

and thereby to transgress that law.2®

26 (Todorov 2007, 159)
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As far as the literary function is concerned, Todorov identifies three main
functions, without considering the one concerning the allegorical use: that is,
when the fantastic is used allegorically, the author’s intent is to communicate an
idea. The three other functions are pragmatic, semantic and syntactical.
Pragmatically, the supernatural is used to create disturbance and suspense in the
reader; semantically, the supernatural exists to manifest and designate itself as
real; syntactically, as already mentioned above, the supernatural is used to aid and
support the development of the plot. In other words, the syntactical function can
be directly connected to all literary works, for supernatural elements tend to

accompany many of the greatest narratives in history.

The author states that at the core of every narrative are essentially two types
of episode, of which one describes a situation of stability or instability, and the
other the transition between the two situations. In fact, the features of an
elementary narrative are a situation of equilibrium which is disrupted by an event,
which causes the equilibrium to break, and thus the beginning of the quest of the
hero aimed at restoring a stable situation. At the end of the story, the equilibrium
is re-established, although it is slightly different from the beginning of the story,
for the hero has changed in their quest. This may be applied to Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight, where the equilibrium is interrupted by the appearance of the
Green Knight and Gawain is the hero who departs in order to re-establish the
equilibrium; at the end of the story, Gawain succeeds in his quest, but, upon his
return, he is changed, and tarnished with guilt, symbolized by the green girdle. As

in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, in an elementary narrative the supernatural is
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introduced to interrupt a stable situation and cause the hero to leave to re-

establish the equilibrium.

Therefore, Todorov asserts, the supernatural is called into the narrative in order
to break the established law and cause a quick modification of the narrative, which
has become static due to the fixed rule. The transgression of the law, then,
becomes the linking point thanks to whom the social and literary function of the

fantastic can coincide.
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2. CONTEXTUALIZATION AND CONTENT ANALYSIS

2.1. ROMANCE TRADITION AND THE FANTASTIC

Medieval Romance tradition in England owes a lot of its fame to continental
romances, especially considering the Anglo-Norman conquest in 1066 and the
subsequent influence the French court and tastes had on the English culture. With
this knowledge in mind, the following chapter will analyse romance tradition in
Middle English and its peculiarities in audience, manuscript tradition, style and

contents.

The issues that Sir Gawain and the Green Knight brings to light as to the
differences and similarities with the French tradition, and how the poem can be
considered one of the most illustrious works in the English literature, will be listed
and carefully analysed. Special attention will be given to the sources and
analogues of the poem, that is the Gawain popular romances which rose to fame

in England in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

Subsequently, the fantastic element will become the focus of the analysis of
contents: Todorov’s analysis of the fantastic will be related to the Middle Ages
with its issues linked to the distance in time; then, the main themes and sources
will be listed, as well as the functions and origins of the supernatural in the

romance tradition.

Lastly, a more insightful analysis of the fantastic in Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight will be carried out, with careful attention to the elements which carry the

most symbolic value.
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2.2. CHIVALRIC AND ROMANCE TRADITION IN MIDDLE ENGLISH

2.2.1. Romance in England: social context

In 1066, after the battle of Hastings, William, Duke of Normandy, was crowned
king of England. Although romance tradition in England is thought to start about
two centuries later?’, W. R. J. Barron, in his book English Medieval Romance (1987)
considers that, due to the merging of the English and French cultures, England was
linked to the development of the genre since its very beginning.?® Indeed, for the
two centuries following the Battle of Hastings, one might consider England and
France closely interlinked, for both language and politics were reunited in the
Anglo-Norman court, whose language soon became the language of aristocracy —
and thus of power and prestige — and whose dynasty came to reign over both
England and part of France, including the northern provinces, where the early
romance was born. Subsequently, literature produced in Northern France and
England was closely related, with patrons, both male and female, supporting

writers and authors from both places.

Despite the development of a previous, standardized literature in Anglo-Saxon
vernacular in England, the Norman conquest caused a shift in prestige: French and
Latin were used in official documents and for administrative purposes, whereas

English was the language of the greater mass. Indeed, if an Englishman wanted to

27 Derek Pearsall, in his essay The development of Middle English Romance (Pearsall 1988),
considers 1240 as the initial date of development, as that is the date which scholars think the
Cambridge MS fragment Gg 4.27 — which includes the earliest known Middle English romances,
King Horn and Floris and Blauncheflur — dates back to.

28 (Barron 1987)
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improve their status, the first thing they would have to do was learning the
language of the conquerors, as the English language was reserved for the lower
classes, such as peasantry. This had a great effect on literature as well: Geoffrey
of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae, that is History of the Kings of Britain,
was written in Latin and, though it is not a romance, it may be included in the story
of romance, for epic history is the main theme of the work, and it gave romance
authors a great source of inspiration for the stories and legends, as a sort of
background of their works, especially with regards to the Matter of Britain. As a
matter of fact, it was Geoffrey of Monmouth who took Celtic hero Arthur and
made him into the King Arthur of the tales. Successively, it was an Anglo-Norman
translator of Geoffrey’s works, Wace, who added an account of his knights and the
Round Table, in his Brut, which dates around mid-twelfth century. It was from
these stories that the narrative space of the romances was created: the Round

Table, in fact, made the creation of new stories about its knights possible. %

The situation of Anglo-Norman linguistic dominance lasted up until the
thirteenth century, when politics began to change, bringing modifications to the
linguistic system as well: due to a surge of nationalism, English slowly began to
replace Anglo-Norman in education, administration, and official documents. This
process culminated in the fifteenth century, with the establishment of English as
national language. As for the literature, the early fourteenth century saw the rise

of translations and adaptations of French in all genres, and, during the reign of

2% (Cooper, The English Romance in Time 2004, 26)
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Richard II, writers could very well take inspiration from Latin and French tradition,

but used the English language in their works. 3°

2.2.2. Knighthood at the centre of romance

Romance and chivalry can be considered two inseparable entities throughout
the life of the genre. In fact, the main characters of most, if not all romances, are
also the primary exponents of chivalry, that is knights, whether the plot might be
concerned with the process leading to knighthood or other themes such as battles,

quests for chivalric virtues or adventures. 3!

The final form of chivalry, the one that reached the modern times through the
romances, took shape in a fictional world that was both realistic and imaginative
at the same time: chivalric stories took inspiration from historical battles, the
supernatural world, psychological studies on love, etc., which constructed the
ideal knight.3> Romances represented an ideal of chivalry and knighthood which
was hardly matched by its real counterpart: attaining chivalric virtues was not
easy, and the quests narrated by the romances demonstrated what the knights

should aspire to in terms of ethic and morals, rather than their real condition.

Three were the main requirements of a knight, according to Sir William Segar,

who wrote an account of chivalry at the beginning of the 17% century.33 The first

30 For a short account of the political shifts which affected language in England, see Barron,
English Medieval Romance, pg. 48-51

31 Richard Barber in The Knight and Chivalry. Revised edition, (R. Barber 1995) gives an accurate
and detailed account of chivalry in the Middle Ages

32 (R. Barber 1995, 105)

33 (Cooper 2004) cites Sir William Segar: the Book of Honor and Armes (1590) and Honor Military
and Civil (1602). Segar’s account was written because of his roles as herald and then Garter King
of Arms, which explain his interest in Chivalric rituals.
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and primary is virtue, not just in the ethical sense, but more importantly in the
social one. Secondly, a knight should be wealthy: although the ideal knight should
not be so on the base of wealth, knighthood was expensive and was usually
reserved for noble men — this is proven true in romances as well, where knights
are generally either noble or illegitimate heirs of noblemen. The third and final
requirement is prowess in practice: bodily strength and ability to fight; this
requirement, though necessary in the life of a knight, was rather less important

than the other two.3*

Helen Cooper claims that the function of the knight in a Christian community
was to fight:3> although violence and aggression were not part of the Christian
ethic, the fighting man was to protect and support the King, the Church, the weak,
and, more generally, those in need.3® It is up to modern people’s discretion to
believe this rule was always observed. In times of peace, besides, knights catered
their need for aggression and violence through hunts and tournaments.3’
Tournaments played an important role in the romances: in tournaments the main
character could demonstrate their prowess and superiority, but not without social
responsibilities. Indeed, fighting in tournaments, in the romances, did not allow
the knight a desire to kill, and needed a just cause, whether it be saving the honour

of the court, the lady, or their own, etc. Challenges, such as the one the Green

34 (Cooper 2004, 43)

35 (Cooper 2004)

36 Richard Kaeuper, in his essay The societal role of chivalry in romance, gives a rather different
analysis of the figure of the knight: violence and bloody fights are generally regarded by romance
authors and historians as a valorization of the chivalric persona, as are the calls for restraint that
are imposed on them. (Kaeuper 2000)

37 (Cooper 2004, 41)
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Knight proposes in the text analysed below, can also be included in this topos:
although, when presented at the beginning of the story, it does not seem to
pertain to a social nor ethical ideal, at the end it becomes rather clear that the
challenge was aimed at showing the faults of King Arthur’s court and how much

the knights had lost the virtues for which they were famous.

2.2.3. Manuscripts, authors and their audiences

Romances that have survived up to the modern times are preserved in
manuscripts: in parts of anthologies, compilations, or, in rare cases, as single texts.
Although manuscripts largely devoted to romances were generally the norm,

there are cases of manuscripts which contain generically diverse compositions.3®

Sylvia Huot in her essay titled The manuscript context of Medieval romance,
argues that reading romances in the original manuscripts is a remarkably different

experience from reading them in modern editions. She writes:

The medieval manuscript shapes out encounter with the text in a way quite
different from that of a modern edition; and it often bears the personal reactions
of generations of past readers, a material reminder of the communal nature of

literary reception.®
Manuscripts usually contained decorations, such as miniatures, illustrations,
rubrics to help the understanding of the narrative, etc. Not only that, scribes might

also make use of decorations or notes to call the reader’s attention to certain

38 Cotton Nero AX, which contains the romance of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, and three
other alliterative poems, namely Pearl, Purity, and Patience, offers an example of this kind of
manuscript.

39 (Huot 2000)
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words or passages. Differences in the making of manuscripts generally reflect the
differences in the cultures of origin: the case of French and English manuscripts is
exemplary, for the former were much more decorated than the latter.
Nevertheless, manuscripts are also evidence of the level of wealth of the patrons,

made explicit in the number and luxury of the decorations and the material used.*°

Multiple versions of the same story may appear in different manuscripts, and
no two versions of a story are identical: differences might range from minor scribal
errors or variants, to more explicit and significant reworkings, which might even
lead to divergences so great that the two versions can hardly be considered the

same story anymore.*!

Although scholars lack direct information on the actual audience of English
romances, a lot can be said about who the romances were aimed at, by looking at
the forms in which they have survived. Barron, in English Medieval Romance,
claims that comparing the manuscript compilations of Middle English romances to
contemporary French manuscripts tells a lot about their implicit readers, as well.
English romance compilations were more modest, as opposed to the rich
decorations and precious materials used for French manuscripts. Scholars may
infer, from this difference in the material quality of manuscripts, that the social

context of Middle English romances was primarily popular, probably aimed at the

4% (Huot 2000)

“ This is why editions are so important: with a number of witnesses the scholar can build a
critical edition and try to reconstruct the original codex. The Cotton Nero AX manuscript contains
the only surviving copy of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, and as such that version is called
codex unicus.
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new English-speaking bourgeoisie, as opposed to the courtly context of French and
Anglo-Norman copies.*? Further, in agreement with Barron, Pearsall also posits the
Middle English romance audience to come from a lower or lower-middle class, the
emergent bourgeoisie, whose tastes in entertainment were satisfied by

approximately the same material as the higher classes, but in English.*

John Burrow, in Medieval Writers and their work, argues that the Middle Age
writers were not professionals;* there is no certain knowledge of their primary
occupation, writes Barron, although the works demonstrate a good level of
literacy, leading scholars to believe them to have had some sort of clerical

education, and to have written romances in their free time.*>

A writer in the Middle Ages could be involved in the creative process of
inventing original stories but also the processes of copy and translation of other
extant texts, mainly from the French culture. The atmosphere of uncertainty that
permeated England at the time made it so the writers, who still included marks of
their originality in the texts, would try and preserve the existing knowledge: the

success of the French romances envisaged the popularity of the modes and

42 precisely due to the quality of the manuscripts, the number of remaining copies can hardly
reflect the popularity of English and French romances: French manuscripts were more precious
and preserved as family heirlooms, whereas English texts were more likely to be found in
Monasterial contexts, next to ecclesiastical works, and many were lost during the Dissolution of
Monasteries around 1536 (Barron 1987, 54)

43 (Pearsall 1988, 12)

44 Even an author the likes of Geoffrey Chaucer could be considered an amateur, in the sense that
his official career as a writer is not attested. (J. A. Burrow 1982)

4> (Barron 1987)
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patterns in English as well, especially if one considered that the emergent

bourgeoisie would aspire to resemble their French counterpart.

Generally, Middle English writers were anonymous, and are nowadays
identified by the name of their works: it is the case of the author of Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight, who is referred to as the ‘Pearl poet’, from the name of one of
the other works which the romance was preserved with, or the ‘Gawain poet’. In
other cases, scholars refer to writers as authors or ‘Anon’. Not much information
is given about the authors in the romances, and Burrow argues that this is because,
similarly to Medieval sculpture and architecture, written works were considered
public and thus impersonal.*’ It is nevertheless important to note that not all
writers were anonymous: some of them could write their information, or include
a title to their romance, in the incipit, at the end of their works, or inside a prayer
to God or Saints, for favours; others, secular authors especially, included the name

of their patrons, in an attempt to gain favours from them.*®

2.2.4. Elements, motifs and sources

Multiple versions of about 80 poems, written between 1225 and 1500, were
preserved and have got to the modern times: many had French or Anglo-Norman
antecedents, although the material was used in a rather different way. Cooper

writes that English romances better attained to the morality of orthodox

46 (Barron 1987, 56)

47 Middle English writers were in this sense much different from their French contemporaries,
such as Chrétien de Troyes, who usually took credit for their works.

48 (J. A. Burrow, Writers, audiences, and readers 1982)
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Christianity, in which adultery and sexual intercourse outside marriage did not
figure; many of the romances showed greater devotion to religion and often
included God-given trials, which the hero must endure, before restoration, usually
achieved with the help of Providence; emotions were communicated through
actions or explicit statements; fantastic elements appeared less usually than in
their continental counterparts; on the whole, the different take on the continental
material reflected the different audience to which it was aimed, the different
social context, etc.*? Barron, indeed, talking about the literary tradition in late
Medieval England, denies passive dependence of the English tradition on French
and Latin models, because of the good quality of contemporary works in English

that have reached the modern times.>°

Although disagreements among scholars about the definition and classification
of romance as a genre or mode are quite current nowadays®!, an approximate
classification of the romances can be made according to the stories which they
tell. In the medieval tradition of ‘matters’, scholars recognize four subject-areas,
namely the matter of Rome, with Classical sources, the matter of Britain, which
follows the adventures of Arthur and his court, the matter of France, that is the

story of Charlemagne, and the matter of England, which retells English, British, and

49 Cooper also compares these romances to the rise of the bourgeois novel, in that it represents
the “downward social penetration from the French-reading aristocracy to the gentry and to
townsmen.” (Cooper 2004, 30)

50 (Barron 1987, 52)

51 In his work, Barron gives a short but adequate explanation of such disagreements, which spun
from the great variety in form and content, but also the inability to establish basic, agreed-upon
characteristics of the genre. (Barron 1987)
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Celtic legends.>? The story of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, of course, belongs

to the matter of Britain.

War, battle and courtly love were among the most widespread themes of
Medieval romances. Not only this: the romances give scholars an insight into life
in the Middle Ages, and as such cannot be considered as merely imaginative
literature. Real and ideal often intertwined in the stories and there existed a “two-
way traffic” — as Richard Kaeuper writes in The societal role of chivalry in romance:
northwestern Europe — between people in the real world and the works of
literature. In fact, with knights being just below nobles in the societal scale,
romance literature, whose main focus were indeed knights, was to become the

locus where social issues could be debated and explicated. >3

2.2.5. Aformal and stylistic overview

As discussed above, the diversity which permeates the English medieval
romance makes it difficult to complete a specific categorization: area of origin,
length, and style vary a lot from one romance to another, although one may argue
that most Middle English romances were written in verse. Barron claims that the

early romances were more or less faithful translations of Anglo-Norman texts, and

52 About the matter of England, however, Derek Pearsall argues:
It is possible to believe that such stories as these had wide currency in popular oral
tradition, and at the same time admit that when such stories came to be written down,
they would be written down as translations from available sources and not records of
oral tradition.

This is to say that the stories included in the matter of England were available through the lenses

of French and the French culture, as it was the available source, rather than from the primary

sources of oral transmission. (Pearsall 1988)

53 (Kaeuper 2000)
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maintained the original structure of four-stress couplets, with octosyllabic
verses.>® Another widespread early style was the tail-rhyme stanzaic form, which
consists of stanzas in which the rhyme is repeated in a shorter line, after an interval
of two lines.>> The later period of life of the romances saw two opposite directions:
on the one hand, writers would create long prose versions; on the other hand,
degenerate versions had the style of abbreviated ballad forms. In the late
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries a literary stream called ‘alliterative revival’
arose: Sir Gawain and the Green knight is considered one of, if not the, most

famous works belonging to this tradition.

Derek Pearsall indicates that the division into four-stress couplet romances and
tail-rhyme romances may be connected to another sort of division, less stylistic

and more content-related, in ‘epic romance’ and ‘lyric romance’:

The former more prosaic, realistic, historical and martial, the latter more emotive,

more concerned with love, faith, constancy and the marvellous.
While in French this difference can be observed in evolutive stages, from the
‘chanson de geste’ to the ‘roman d’aventure’, and finally the ‘Breton lai’, in English
this sort of layering happened simultaneously, which is the reason for the great

variation in forms.>®

One of the most striking and noticeable stylistic features of the Middle English

romance is conventionality, that is redundance: many romances display a pattern

54 (Barron 1987)
55 Barron exemplifies the tail-rhyme stanzas as “aa b cc b dd b ee b”. (Barron 1987, 54)
%6 (Pearsall 1988, 16-17)
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in their style, which shows repetition, both of the alliterative kind and of whole
lines. The reason for this peculiar feature, which is common in Middle English
romances but is generally not found in other continental versions, has been the
centre of scholarly debates for many years. Common convention to a number of
romances is the use of formulae, which are usually associated with the oral

tradition. Milman Perry defines a formula as:

A group of words which is regularly employed under the same metrical conditions

in order to express a given essential idea.>’

Even though formulaic units can be an indication of the oral composition of a
text, it does not mean that all romances were composed for oral performance by
old-school ‘jongleurs’, whose audience were illiterates. Barron claims that, rather,
the formulaic structure of romances indicates a cultural and social preference,
according to which reading aloud was a common habit and authors were lead to
please the ears as much as the eyes: formulae and conventions in general were, in
sum, used to give a rhythm to the text, add rhymes and fill out empty lines. This
explains how, despite not being composed for oral, mnemonic performance,
Middle English romances include direct addresses to the audience, calls for silence

and attention, blessings and benedictions, etc.>®

2.3. SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT WITHIN MEDIEVAL CHIVALRIC ROMANCES

57 (Parry 1930, 80)
58 (Barron 1987, 55)
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2.3.1. Gawain’s character in the chivalric tradition

Often referred to as a relative of Arthur, possibly his sister’s son and thus his
nephew, Sir Gawain is the knight of the Round table who is generally linked to
courtesy, as well as masculinity, adventure and competition. In the early tradition,
that is in the chronicles of the history of Britain, it was Gawain, rather than
Lancelot, who was King Arthur’s first and principal knight, rather than Lancelot, a

position which he retained in the English alliterative tradition.>?

As Thomas Hahn argues, in his essay titled Gawain and popular chivalric
romance in Britain, the origins of this character are mythic and belong to the Celtic,
Irish, and Welsh tradition, where Gawain is identified with superhuman figures or
deities, linked to the strength and power of the sun.®° In the earliest works about
him, Gawain is portrayed as a traditional champion, rather than a popular hero,
and his name may derive from the Celtic Walwanus, the Irish Cuchullinn, or the
Welsh Gwalchmai mab Gwyar®!: indeed, Welsh translations of Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae confirm the match.®? Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s masterpiece tells the story of a knight, called Walgainus, who has
similar strength to a solar god, and is the original owner of Excalibur, which is a
sun-weapon. Despite his folktale-hero appearance, he is among the closest knights

to Arthur.%3

59 (D. Brewer, English Gothic Literature 1983)

60 (Hahn 1995)

61 Gwalchmai is portrayed as a man of action, which is relatable to Gawain’s character in the
romances.

62 (Hahn 2000)

63 (R. W. Barber 1961)
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In the early twelfth century, thus, Gawain already enjoyed popularity among
readers of British traditional legends and folktales, but his inclusion in Geoffrey’s
Historia — which is dated around that time — and the preeminent role he played
beside Arthur enhanced his fame among learned Latin readers as well.®* It is with
the rise of the chivalric romance in English and French that Gawain became a

literary and chivalric hero. Indeed, in describing his character, Hahn claims:

In Chrétien’s Lancelot and Perceval, and especially in Yvain, Gawain stands as a
foil to heroes motivated by consuming erotic or religious drives. [...] Gawain
persists as the prototypical knight, bodying forth the chivalric and Arthurian
ambience as he pursues, from one romance to the next, the attractions of open-

ended, opportunistic errancy.®
Furthermore, Barron argues that with the rise to fame of Chrétien de Troyes
and his romances, Gawain became a fundamental character in the stories: not only
did he embody all the knightly virtues, he became a model of chivalry and
courtesy, to the point where he was considered the basis of comparison for young

aspiring knights, in prowess and skill in arms as well.

In the French tradition, Gawain’s exemplary role denied him real personal
development and, as true chivalry lost its appeal, so did his character: indeed,
explains Barron, the French ‘Gauvain’ turned out to be treated with irony and

satire.®® Contrary to the French tradition, the English culture created what Hahn

54 Indeed, in the years following the publication of Geoffrey’s Historia, the Latin De Ortu
Waluuani —in English Gawain: the early years —appeared, recounting the life and adventures of
young Gawain. (Hahn 1995) and (Hahn 2000)

8 (Hahn 2000, 219)

66 (Barron 1987, 159) Hahn, however, argues that Gauvain in French literature later became a
somewhat treacherous character and even, in some cases, a villain.
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calls a cult for Gawain, in that he retained his status as loyal knight and model of
chivalry throughout: he was the exemplary young man, constantly ready for new

adventures.®’

Besides being a secondary, but still fundamental, character in English romances
such as Arthur and Merlin, and Sir Perceval of Galles, Gawain’s role as
“unblemished paragon of chivalric virtue” became explicit in the fourteenth-
century romances titled Ywain and Gawain, and Libeaus Desconus. Gawain also
appeared in the alliterative poem Morte Arthure, where his death at the hands of
his half-brother Mordred earned him a eulogy by his slayer and the tears of King
Arthur, both recognizing his person as the “supreme exemplar of valiant

manliness”.%®

The story of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, with its literary relatives, became
even more popular in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, when the knight’s
popularity was transmitted in a number of genres, from the more continental
chronicle narratives and romances with known textual sources, to the more
modest ‘popular’ romances, which provided scholars with the knowledge that the
episodes gathered in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight were part of a cluster of

romances, which largely survive in later copies.®°

67 (Hahn 1995)

68 (Hahn 2000, 221)

89 (Hahn 1995) mentions Layamon, the Alliterative Morte Arthure, the stanzaic Morte Arthur, and
Malory as chronicles, while the romances directly linkable to a textual source are Yvain and
Gawain, Libeaus Desconus, etc.: in all of the narratives mentioned in this note, Gawain plays a
relatively smaller role than in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.

39



2.3.2. The author and the manuscript

Although his identity is unknown, scholars have been making hypotheses about
the Gawain-poet for a long time, basing their theories on general characteristics
and comparative analyses. Indeed, the authorship of the romance is to be
analysed in a broader context, which must include the three other poems of the
manuscript, since all four texts were supposedly written by the same scribe’s
hand.” The similarity of several descriptive passages in all four texts, the
correspondence of the dialect used, the verbal and stylistic parallels, and the fact
that they were all unified in one manuscript, hint to the correctness of the
theory.” The dialect in which Sir Gawain and the Green Knight was written would

suggest that the author lived in the North-West Midlands, possibly Derbyshire.”?

The religious and ecclesiastical elements and the spiritual atmosphere of the
four poems have led scholars and critics to believe the Gawain-poet was a priest
or cleric belonging to some minor order. The same elements, however, can also,
more simply, indicate an ecclesiastical education, as Gordon and Tolkien point out,
for Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, on the other hand, displays great familiarity

with, and especially delight in, courtesy and chivalric values and virtues, and

70 A good argument for the single authorship of the four poems is the one given by Dorothy
Everett in Essays in Middle English Literature:
It seems easier to assume a common author than to suppose that two or more men
writing in the same locality and the same period, and certainly closely associated with
one another, possessed this rare and, one would think, inimitable quality. (Everett 1955)
7! (Gordon and Tolkien 1952, xviii)
2 This hypothesis, taken from (D. Brewer 1983), however, must not be taken lightly, as the
dialect might refer more to the scribe than to the poet. Moreover, (Duggan 1997) claims that,
while the scribal dialect is rather homogeneous, the poet tends to use elements from more than
one dialect in order to accommodate the alliterative and verse demands.
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thorough knowledge of noble life and leisure time. Furthermore, the author’s skills
in describing hunting scenes, courtly and aristocratic life and architecture, and
knightly attire, could suggest that, were it true that the author was a clerical, he
may have been a chaplain for some noble family as well. Derek Brewer argues that,
given his knowledge of lay life, the Gawain-poet might have been a provincial miles
litteratus, that is a knight, squire, or member of the minor gentry, with a good level
of education: this social status would indeed explain his choice of using English
alliterative verses, so the work could satisfy the small gentry.”3 The only certainty
about the Gawain-poet’s life, which can be inferred from allusions to, and citations
from, learned and foreign literature, is probably that he was, as Gordon and

Tolkien phrase it, “a man of learning and genius”. 74

Only one copy of the narrative of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight has survived
in a codex unicus: the manuscript, which is now part of the collection of the British
Library, is the MS Cotton Nero A.x, rather small in size and, to Edwards’ words,
“unprepossessing”.”” Its importance and uniqueness consist in the fact that it is
the only surviving manuscript collection which only contains alliterative poems: in
order of appearance in the collection, Pearl, Cleanness (also titled Purity in other
works), Patience and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. 7® The history of the

manuscript is only recorded as an appearance in the library catalogue belonging

3 (D. Brewer 1983)

74 (Gordon and Tolkien 1952, xx)
7> (Edwards 1997)

76 (Edwards 1997, 197)
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to Sir Robert Cotton, in the seventeenth century; speculations of earlier

belongings cannot be proved and thus remain so, speculations.”’

Interestingly, the manuscript includes twelve illustrations, thus divided: four
appear before the beginning of Pearl, two between Cleanness and Patience, and
four in Sir Gawain, of which one at the beginning and the rest at the end. The
peculiarity of these pictures lies in the fact that there are more than any other
existing contemporary Middle English romance manuscript, and only two other
ones, namely the Auchinleck manuscript and the Bodley 264 do include
illustrations.”® The illustrations once led scholars to believe the manuscript was
created in the fifteenth century rather than the fourteenth, due to some details
about the style of clothing which were not available in the fourteenth century;
however, it has been proved that the illustrations were added later into the

manuscript and thus give little evidence as to the dating of the manuscript.

In the manuscript, the text of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is divided into four
fitts, signalled by the use of initial large capitals, while sub-parts are identified

thanks to a slightly bigger initial letter than the rest.

2.3.3. The sources

77 (Edwards 1997) gives a short but accurate account of the hypotheses surrounding the history
of the manuscript. The final line of Sir Gawain, ‘Hony soyt qui mal pence’ is the motto of the
Order of the Garter, founded in 1348 by Edward llI: this gives an earliest possible date of
transcription of the manuscript, although there are uncertainties over whether the inscription
was copied at the same time as the text. Among important names linked to the manuscript is the
Stanley family of Staffordshire, which is believed to have commissioned the manuscript.
78 About the latter two, (Edwards 1997, 210) claims:
These are large compilations, very elaborately prepared and seemingly the result of
careful organization of the work of scribes and artists into close sequences of activity.
[...] this was not the case with the Cotton manuscript.
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Considering that some critics in the past were not convinced of the attribution
of the structure of the poem to a single English author,”® scholars nowadays agree
that the sources for Sir Gawain and the Green Knight cannot be reconstructed to
one single story, but rather its author created such a complex and unified structure
by intertwining different elements and themes. Indeed, even though the identity
of the poet is unknown, it is possible to infer from the text that he was familiar
with both popular folklore and the English and French romance tradition, and

especially the works of Chrétien de Troyes.®°

The sources of the narrative can be thoroughly analysed if one distinguishes the
two main themes which can be reconducted to earlier stories: the beheading
game, as a consequence of a challenge, and the temptation theme. Both can be
linked to the Celtic traditional folktales and their combined form, such as in this

poem, is only found in two later closely related English works.8!

The challenge episode, and the subsequent beheading game, finds its earliest
representation in the Celtic legend of Fled Bricrend, that is Bricriu’s Feast®?, whose
manuscript is written in Middle Irish and dates back to the beginning of the twelfth
century: the story, however, is thought to be much older,® reaching as far as the
eighth century. Elisabeth Brewer talks about two different versions of this episode,

of which one seems to be a better source for Sir Gawain and the Green Knight:

7 It was suggested that the poem might have derived from an original narrative which got lost.
80 (E. Brewer 1997, 243)

81 (Gordon and Tolkien 1952)

82 (Olson 1914) offers a good summary of the story, of which the beheading game is just an
episode.

8 (Gordon and Tolkien 1952, xii)
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similarities include the beheading scene — and the following departure of the
villain carrying his head — and the three rather harmless blows given in return the
following day — though not year as in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight's case,
followed by the praise to the protagonist, for his courage and prowess.?* The
magical element, typical of folktales, is symbolized by the figure of Terror, the
huge, shape-shifting villain, who defies death and seems to be able to reattach his

severed head to his body.

The Celtic version of the challenge was subsequently transmitted to the French
tradition, although Gordon and Tolkien argue that tracing the exact process is
impossible and that none of the extant versions can be considered an immediate
source.® It is nevertheless notable how the French romance tradition influenced
the composition of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, to the point where
Kittredge’s claim of existence of a now lost French story is quite plausible,® as
Gordon and Tolkien underline: the insistence on the courteous behaviour hints to
it, as do the use of French idioms and expressions, and the details in common with

French analogues.?’

There are several narratives which contain one or another version of the
challenge episode and some of them include a hitting rather than beheading

game. A possible French model for Sir Gawain and the Green Knight might be an

84 (E. Brewer 1997)

85 (Gordon and Tolkien 1952) also claim that at least two lost romances must be assumed in order
to create a fluent tradition: the earliest translation of the Celtic challenge narrative and a

retelling of that, which might have been the direct source for the Gawain-Poet.

8 (Kittredge 1960)

87 (Gordon and Tolkien 1952)
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episode included in the thirteenth-century First Continuation of Chrétien de
Troyes’ Perceval and the St. Gral, which dates around the end of the twelfth
century. The Livre de Caradoc, despite being part of this redaction, appears to be
hardly pertinent to the rest of the story, suggesting that it was once an
independent poem; thus, it is common among scholars to speak of it as a text not
subjected to the context of the rest of the redaction.®8 Despite its divergences
from Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, of which the most obvious is the main
character, who is Caradoc rather than Gawain, the poem has many details in
common with the Cotton-Nero AX version, in particular the appearance of the
challenger, who is portrayed as a tall knight dressed in green.? There is nothing
supernatural in the appearance of the knight in the Livre de Caradoc, a detail which
departs from the Irish version, where the challenger is a giant, and is closer to Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight’s knight, who is pictured as presumably half-giant.
Another difference can be found in the return-blow scene: the stranger is twice
stopped before striking a blow by Arthur and Guinevere, and, at last, only
harmlessly hits Caradoc, before the mysterious knight is revealed to be the

protagonist’s father and Caradoc is told he was saved by his bravery and faith.*°

Another French version of the beheading game is found in La Mule sans Frein,

where a churl®! challenges Gawain to cut off his head on condition that he can do

8 (Kittredge 1960, 26)

8 This detail is only attested in Sir Frederic Madden’s report of the text, while Charles Potvin’s
version only alludes to a tall knight on a tawny steed. (Kittredge 1960)

% (E. Brewer 1997)

1 In one of the Oxford English Dictionary entries for the term churl, it is defined in antithesis to
someone noble in rank, a gentleman, or a courteous man.
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the same to the knight the following day. Upon returning the following day, the
churl spares Gawain thanks to the knight’s loyalty and the keeping of his
promise.’? Kittredge, in A study of Gawain and the Green Knight (1916), argues
that the point of greatest divergence from Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is
surely the provenance of the challenger, who is here a churl rather than a knight,
and, though more advanced in manners, resembles the Irish giant in appearance.
Moreover, this version maintains other details of the challenge which are lost in
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and the Livre de Caradoc.®® This suggests that,
although La Mule Sans Frein undoubtedly comes from the Irish version of the
challenge, which is the same source as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and the
Livre de Caradoc version, it might be part of a different branch, and might have a,
now lost, direct source which deviated from the lIrish version in a different way
than the direct source of the other two. With regards to the beheading game, in
La Mule sans Frein it is subordinate to a greater motif, that of the enchanted city,
saved by the hero who performs some task to break the spell. Here, magic
permeates the narrative, but it is a different kind of magic, and corresponds to
Todorov’s definition of the marvellous, rather than the fantastic: while it appears
to be a normal situation for the hero, the reader locates the events of the narrative

outside of the natural world from the beginning.

92 (E. Brewer 1997)

% (Kittredge 1960) Identifies these further details as the challenger’s proposition, which closely
resembles the Irish giant’s offer, and the incident of the elongation of Gawain’s neck so it can fit
the block on which it may be cut off: this scene does not appear in the other versions.
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There are two episodes in Perlesvaus which recall the beheading game: in one
of them Gawain is the protagonist, while in the other it is Lancelot, and both
interpret the beheading with great freedom. Although it is worth mentioning the
first episode, it does not recount the narrative of the challenge and beheading, but
rather only narrates the story of Gawain and a lady, who tells him she wants to
behead three knights, namely Gawain, Lancelot and Perceval so she can lie in four
tombs in her chapel with them forever. The challenge and beheading episode is
otherwise told in two non-contiguous chapters, whose main character is Lancelot
rather than Gawain®*. The two parts are separated so to account for the passing
of a year between Lancelot’s blow and the return blow he must suffer. The
narrative, which Kittredge considers “oddly sophisticated”®>, appears only
remotely similar to Sir Gawain and the Green Knight's version, but nonetheless has
many common details which hint that the two versions are somewhat related. The
most striking difference, however, is the complete avoidance of magic in
Perlesvaus: the poet seems to have made an attempt to rid the tale of all
supernatural elements, so the knight that proposes the beheading to Lancelot is
not immortal but dies as a consequence of the beheading, and it is his brother who

takes his place; further, there are no mentions in the romance of enchantments

9 (Kittredge 1960, 52-54) gives an extensive summary of the narrative. For the purposes of this
analysis, it is sufficient to know that, while riding in the woods, Lancelot comes across a waste
city, where he encounters a knight who asks him to cut off his head or have his own cut off, and
in a year’s time he must return to the city to receive the same deed. Lancelot agrees and the
knight’s body, without the head, falls dead on the ground. In a later chapter, Lancelot returns to
the city to keep his promise, and meets another knight, who demands that the protagonist goes
through what his brother went through on that day the year before, before recognizing Lancelot
and falling to his knees asking for mercy. Lancelot’s return has saved the city and freed the
people.

% (Kittredge 1960, 54)
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which have enslaved the population of the city and the surrounding area, but
rather Lancelot’s return allows the city and the people to come back to their life
and out of their hiding places. Just as in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight magic
plays a fundamental, though hidden, role in the narrative, so in Perlesvaus it is
apparently inexistent: in terms close to Todorov’s analysis, one could say that this

story belongs to the group of uncanny narratives at most.%®

Of other versions of the beheading game, the Humbaut is worth mentioning, as
the narrative is curiously modified: indeed, Gawain is the protagonist of the
episode, together with a knight called Humbaut, and the challenger is a “tall and
black, ugly and hideous” villain, who, as Humbaut explains, gives Gawain a choice:
he should strike a blow and immediately after receive one back, or vice versa.
Gawain accepts and strikes the first blow, sending the villain’s head far from his
body, and later restraining the two parts from reuniting, so the death of the villain
isirreversible.’” The episode resembles that of La Mule sans Frein, although, in this
case, the author borrowed from folklore the motif of the fight against an enemy
who can reunite the severed head and the body: to kill such a creature, the hero
must either destroy the head or keep the two parts apart until death. Kittredge
argues that the insertion of the challenge is due to an attempt by the author to
enrich the story, although the modification of the challenge in such a way results

in a sort of failure in loyalty on Gawain’s part: contrary to all other versions, he

% (Kittredge 1960, 56) talks about false-reasonableness in account of this version, a term which
can be reconducted to Todorov’s definition of uncanny.
97 A complete summary with context can be found in (Kittredge 1960, 61-63)
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does not subdue to his part of the deal and breaks his promise.®® Thus, this version
of the challenge does not appear to be directly related to Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight, but it is of interest in showing another kind of treatment of Gawain’s
character, which is not a celebration of loyalty and courtesy but rather of violence,
skill and wisdom. Similarly to La Mule sans Frein, this narrative is set in an other-
world, where marvels are typical, and neither of the two knights appear to have a
reaction which would suggest the intervention of the fantastic: we are, once again,

in the realm of the marvellous.

Generally, the temptation motif is not associated to the Challenge, safe for Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight, and two later versions contained in the Percy Folio.
It is however to be observed that the temptation is a recurrent theme in the
Gawain narratives, such as in Le Chevalier a I'epée, Hunbaut, Perceval and its
Continuations, Perlesvaus. The merit of the Gawain-poet lies in the skilful
adaptation of the two motives so that one is the reason of the existence of the
other, and vice versa®: it is indeed true that, for Gawain, resisting the lady’s
temptation at the castle is the only way to save his life, upon his encounter with
the Green Knight.'% Brewer, about the Gawain-poet in English Gothic Literature,
claims that “From ancient elements he creates a new structure, mythic, yet

realistic in its verbal realisation”.101

% (Kittredge 1960)

% (Gordon and Tolkien 1952)

100 This is what we infer from Bertilak’s explanation at the end of the romance: the two feints are
to represent the first two nights of temptation, while the third blow which grazes Gawain’s neck
symbolizes his weakness in concealing the green girdle. (E. Brewer 1997)

101 (D. Brewer 1983, 163)
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Other motives, which the Gawain-poet included in the poem, can be found in
earlier or contemporary narratives: the allusion to the mythic origins of Britain,
which is claimed to descend from Trojan roots'®?; the court’s celebrations of
Christmas and Arthur’s wish to see a marvel before the feast; the exchange of
winnings, which is a typical topos of folktale narratives; the arming of the knight;1%3

etc.

Although it is clear that the Bible and scriptures had an influence on the
Gawain-poet, if one compares the romance with the rest of the texts in the
manuscript, they will not find many correspondences leading them to believe the
Bible had been a primary source for the poem. Nevertheless, a careful analysis of
the poem shows that the Gawain-poet indeed tried to adapt Christian and

religious ethics to a world that was mythical and folkloristic. 104

Gordon and Tolkien argue that the quality of description and the introduction
of new, original matter by the Gawain-poet are what makes the poem the
“culmination of Middle English alliterative tradition” in style.'% Furthermore, even

though the existence of a French source leaves little space for argument, the

102 This legend can, for instance, be linked to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia, where it first
appeared, but also to the alliterative Morte Arthure, which also mentions the mythic
descendance.

103 Very common in Chrétien de Troyes’ works, the arming scene in Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight is to be considered among the most elaborate occurrences in literature, as Elisabeth
Brewer argues. (E. Brewer 1997)

104 Richard Newhauser, in his essay Sources lI: Scriptural and devotional sources, gives evidence
for this theory, by mentioning the liturgical elements which frame and mark the events in the
romance, and their implications. (Newhauser 1997)

105 (Gordon and Tolkien 1952, xvii)
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Gawain-poet’s work cannot be merely described as a reproduction, but rather it is

what Gordon and Tolkien call a “fresh creation”:

His poem is as human, as skilfully diversified, and at all times as courtly as the best
French romance. [..] He has, further, a special gift for description, and has
elaborated the whole setting with a richness of detail unusual in French romance.

He handles the story with a moral sensitiveness not to be matched in any of the

analogues.1%

2.3.4. English popular Gawain romances

Sir Gawain is the protagonist of a group of narratives which flourished in
England in the late Middle Ages. As Thomas Hahn points out in Sir Gawain: eleven
romances and tales (1995), not only were these romances homogeneous as far as
the characters are concerned, but, perhaps more importantly, they are identified
as popular, a feature that distinguishes them from the rest of the ‘canonical
romances’ which are perceived as literary. The popular character of these
romances is primarily identified in the audience for which they were composed:
these narratives were aimed at broad, mixed groups of readers, although the term
listeners might be more correct if one considers that these poems were mainly
composed for oral recitation. Indeed, the state and quality of manuscripts and
texts alike, suggest that they were often carried around to be worked with, by

reciters who performed in front of live, participating audiences.%’

106 (Gordon and Tolkien 1952, xv-xvi)

107 (Hahn 1995) The scholar also points out that
Evidence that this appeal was not universal, that popular romance might be openly
resisted, especially by those identified with high, literate, or official culture, survives in
reactions from a variety of sources. Moreover, the worn state of several of the
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The manuscripts in which these tales have survived have little in common with
the luxurious and greatly decorated manuscripts of earlier or contemporary
literary works, and many of them are included in later compilations such as Percy
Folio, a great rescue work (now called British Library Additional MS 27879) that
has preserved 192 works of variable and mostly poor quality, in the form of
seventeenth century popular ballads and earlier copied texts from now-lost

manuscripts.'08

The popular character of these stories may also be observed in the episodes,
motifs and anecdotes, made in the stories, which allude to folktale and traditional
stories rather than more learned literary sources, as was the fashion.1%°
Furthermore, the narratives and plots themselves, like those of modern-day tv

series, are constructed to please the mass. In this regard, Hahn claims:

The narratives unfold through traditional plots and reiterated motifs, glorify a
popular hero whom everyone knew, and eventuate in happy endings which bring
the characters within the story to terms with one another, and which reconcile
the audience outside the story to the structures and ideals epitomized by a

"chivalric" (or hierarchically ordered) society.!!?

manuscripts that contain single surviving copies of these poems suggests that they were
literally read to death, perhaps often before live audiences.
108 It is believed that many more versions and stories once circulated, however, the modesty in
appearance and size of the manuscripts caused them to become old-fashioned, so much that
their preservation and survival were directly linked to the interest of antiquarians. It is, indeed,
the case of the unknown scribe who copied the texts into a single manuscript in the seventeenth
century and Bishop Percy, who retrieved and edited it in the second half of the eighteenth
century. (D. Brewer 1983)& (Rogers 1997)
109 (Hahn 2000) Among those who used established literary sources Chaucer’s name is the most
resonant; the author of the Canterbury Tales is also named as one of the critics of such
romances, as he used his own Sir Thopas as a harsh satire and parody of exactly popular
romances. (Hahn 1995)
110 (Hahn 1995)
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The simple meter and alliterative form of the romances, the elements of
mimicry and burlesque associated to them, all take part in the creation of a strong
beat —and performance-oriented narratives — which, as Hahn puts it, “is a striking
residue of the orality that marks medieval (and later) popular culture”.!! Then,
the cohesion of structure, repetition, narrative form, and contents are what
distinguishes these narratives from the rest. Subsequently, Gawain is the central
character because he holds the narratives together through his desire for
adventure rather than challenging the established authority, that of Arthur, his

uncle, as Hahn correctly points out:

Gawain plays a role; he routinely facilitates the extravagant adventures that
happen around him, and does so to such an extent that one might even think of

him almost as a narrative function.**?

The fantastic element — here represented as unexpected wonders or threats —
is opposed to familiar values as well as the established law: in facing it, Gawain
reconciles it with the rest of society and, in many cases, aids its integration,'3 and
his courtesy highlights the triumph of the contemporary social life against the

threats posed by change and otherworldly novelties.

111 (Hahn 1995)

112 (Hahn 1995)

113 It is the case of the inhuman figures which, once Gawain triumphs over them, turn into

courteous knights and ladies and are even admitted into King Arthur’s court. Hahn concludes

that:
These happy endings produce a "magical resolution" typical of romance: in this world of
unmotivated marvels and fulfilled wishes, social interests quite opposed in the "real
world" move into alignment. The stirring portrayals of triumphant courtesy and justice
vindicated that mark the conclusions of romances potentially work to hold their diverse
audiences together, to reproduce in them the feeling of integration that the narrated
transformations dramatize, and to effect a sense of social cohesion (not at all dependent
on social reality) that enables the established order to prevail. (Hahn 1995)
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Hahn in is essay Gawain and popular chivalric romance in England, proposes to
divide the extant popular romances into two sub-groups, on the basis of content.
114 The first sub-group of romances includes The Greene Knight, The Turke and Sir
Gawain, Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisle, with its ballad form Carle of Carlisle,
The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle and its ballad form The Marriage
of Sir Gawain, The Awntyrs of Arthur, and King Arthur and King Cornwall: in these
tales the main adventure concerns inhuman creatures, shape-shifters, and giants,
against whom Gawain fights and wins, subsequently transforming them thanks to
his courtesy and bravery. The rest of the tales, namely The Avowying of Arthur,
Gawain and Gologras, and The Jeaste of Sir Gawain, belong to the second sub-
group, where Gawain faces off against chivalric villains and succeeds in turning
them into allies to King Arthur.*'> Two works, namely The Greene Knight, The Turke
and Sir Gawain, pertaining to the first sub-group, will be analysed in the next

chapter.

2.4. THE FANTASTIC IN MEDIEVAL ROMANCES

2.4.1. Todorov's theory in the Middle Ages

Todorov posits that the identification of the reader with a character is a
generally followed, although non-necessary, condition for the existence of the
fantastic and that, when the fantastic ceases to exist, it transforms into uncanny
or marvellous. Applying his theory to Medieval romances can result quite difficult,

considering that the evidence about life and society in the Middle Ages comes

114 (Hahn 2000)
115 (Hahn 1995)
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from assumptions made upon literary texts or other forms of art. Indeed, one
cannot identify who the implicit reader of a Medieval author might have been, and
neither, claims Paul Zumthor in Essai de Poétique Médiévale, can one describe
with a good degree of certainty what effect a literary work had on its audience: in
other words, time has erased the chances of creating a relation between the
reader and the culture in which the work was thought and created, and, because
the modern reader lives in their own culture, the Medieval literary work appears

atemporal, out of the limits of time.!®

Nevertheless, one should not forget that some Medieval romances were
written with a didactic aim, and a moral one. In this sense, exerts Jeff Rider in his
essay The other worlds of romance, while the aristocratic society described in
literary works cannot be considered a materially faithful representation of the real
Medieval aristocracy, it can indeed prove useful in terms of giving the modern
scholar some however general suggestions about attitudes, interests, longings,
ambitions, concerns, and values.''” Kieckhefer, in Magic in the Middle Ages, adds,
in fact, that the setting of the romances was indeed a projection of the author’s
own everyday life, with customs that were familiar to the medieval audiences:
knights, tournaments and battles were recognizable to the contemporaries, as

they lived in the same way.'8

Subsequently, Rider claims that:

116 (Zumthor 1972)
117 (Rider 2000)
118 (Kieckhefer 1989, 106)
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Thanks to the significant continuity between medieval literary practices and modern
ones, something of this implicit identification between the audience and the

aristocratic society at the heart of romance survives for the modern reader.'?
In other words, despite being so far from the society in which the modern reader
lives, and being linked to a very different culture than the modern one, the
aristocratic society can, in literary works describing it, become the modern
reader’s own society, allowing identification with the work’s characters and

causing the fantastic to come into existence and be considered as such.

Furthermore, Kieckhefer writes with regards to the functions of lapidaries, that
analysing such books as manuals would be crossing the limit between instruction
and entertainment: to the medieval audience, the sensation of wonder caused by
such works could have been a reason enough to read or listen to them for
entertainment, with no intention to use the works as didactic manuals.?2° This can
in a way apply to marvels in Medieval romances as well: one can conjecture that
medieval audiences found the worlds depicted by romances to be outside the
familiar world of their experience, and as such unreal, but knew the marvels often
acquired more meaning than just that of elements in the stories. As Khalaf
speculates in his essay, although uncanny and fantastic events, and enchantresses
with their magic, were in a way considered possible in the Middle Ages, their
appearance would not have failed to leave Medieval people awestruck and

bewildered, so it was still possible to achieve hesitation.?!

119 (Rider 2000, 115)
120 (Kieckhefer 1989, 105)
121 (Khalaf 2011)
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2.4.2. The origins of the supernatural

What medieval audiences were not familiar with in the romances were the
supernatural elements — characters, creatures and worlds which were out of the

ordinary, and rituals and objects filled with magic and marvellous properties.

The sources for supernatural elements from which the medieval authors took
inspiration were several, and could be used to create faithful copies of motifs and
scenes, or as tools to create new ones. Generally, the major sources were oriental
and classical mythology, Christian lore, and Germanic and Celtic tradition;
elements from these were at times mixed and ideas were borrowed and modified
until it became difficult or even impossible to establish one source or the other. In
the introduction to his book The Other World according to descriptions in medieval
literature, Howard Rollin Patch writes something than can be extended to the

whole of the supernatural world in medieval romances:

Parts of an earlier idea may be borrowed, certain elements in several descriptions
taken over, until the precise channel of transmission is thoroughly obscured. Perhaps
it is never quite safe to draw a definite conclusion about sources, immediate or

remote.*?

Oriental and classical mythology provided elements in the shape of creatures,
places and objects, which appear in the romances. Medieval works give proof that
Greek, Roman, and Egyptian writings about magic and the supernatural were

directly or indirectly available to authors, who could take them and manipulate

122 (patch 1950, 1)
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them for their aims.1?® Often the events narrated in classical writings, such as
Homer’s Odyssey, were considered historically correct: magic herbs and rituals
performed in Roman and Greek works were at times believed to be true and
sparked arguments on their veracity. Further, Corinne Saunders explains that
classical culture inspired Medieval writers through astrology: indeed, stars and

planets were believed to influence the lives of people and the course of history.?*

The Bible is another source of episodes of miracles and wonders, which are
generally attributed to divine power, although some passages can be interpreted
as worked by other powers than the divine; nevertheless, magic is generally
condemned as demonic and a trick of the devil, as opposed to miracles, driven by
the power of God.??> Saunders claims that the Christian supernatural world was
inhabited not only by God and Christ, but also by spirits, such as angels, demons
and ghosts, who influenced the lives of humans through visitations, dreams,
visions, miracles and prayer, or demonic interventions and temptations when

concerning evil 126

Another important source of inspiration came from the Germanic tradition in
the form of magic runes, and runic inscriptions, which travelled through time in
the Nordic culture, for example in sagas, where magic was done predominantly

through words.'?’ Lastly, medieval authors took inspiration from Celtic tradition

123 (Kieckhefer 1989, 21)
124 (Saunders 2010)
125 (Kieckhefer 1989, 33)
126 (Saunders 2010)
127 (Kieckhefer 1989, 48)
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by including in their stories fairy creatures, whose relations with humans were a
popular motif in the Irish tradition, and druids. In chivalric romances, fairies show
ambiguous loyalties, that is to say, they can represent both good and evil,

paganism and Christianity.?8

Kieckhefer affirms that magic in romances can be found in objects, and lists four
categories. Firstly, there are herbs and unguents with healing powers, distributed
mostly by women who might have a secondary role in the stories, but nonetheless
appear when the hero needs a helping hand. The second group concerns love
potions, sometimes made by abandoned women to gain back or destroy their
lover, or produced to make two characters fall in love with each other.'?° Thirdly,
magic might take the shape of precious gems and stones, generally set in rings,
which might