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It is startling to recall that when I first began lecturing on Sir Ga-
wain and the Green Knight, 1 could find only one article on it that
could be called closely interpretative. A famous remark in a well-
known literary history added helpfully that the poem contained
“no end of things to exclaim over”—an evaluation that inspired an
almost equally famous question on oral examinations: “Exclaim
over a few things in Sir Gawnain and the Green Knight.” Today, after
brilliant books by Larry Benson and John Burrow and a deluge of
useful critical articles, we are likely to find ourselves in the oppo-
site predicament of not being able to cover them all. Even so, 1
think most scholars would agree that interpretation of the poem
has not yet reached a point of diminishing returns; and I would
like to outline still another possible interpretation, whose main
“features, incidentally, took form well before the recent avalanche
of critical studies.

Let me begin by suggesting that the governing theme of Sir
Gawain is a concept that can appear in Middle English either as
lewté or as its virtual equivalent trawpe. One acceptable translation
of these terms would be “loyalty” or “faithfulness”; and in the
context of medieval chivalry this meaning itself inevitably takes on
larger implications—something like “faithfulness to all the claims
that justly pertain to a Christian knight.” (One is perhaps re-
minded of Vergil’s pietas.) So considered, the ideal would include
for example the knight’s obligations to God and Christian mo-
rality, to the chivalric code, to his king and his immediate liege-
lord, and to mankind at large in their various relations to him.
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This ideal of lewté or trawpe is emphasized unmistakably at a
number of key points in the poem. In the description of the pen-
tangle on Gawain’s shield, the pentangle itself is said to signify
frawpe: “Hit is a syngne bat Salamon set sumquyle / In bytoknyng
of trawpe, bi tytle pat hit habbez. . . .” (625-26)* And in the latter
part of the poem, lewté or trawpe is stressed repeatedly, apparently
as the generic virtue that Gawain has been tested for. Shortly after
the conclusion of the beheading game at the Green Chapel, the
Green Knight sums up the whole adventure by saying that Ga-
wain has been just a bit lacking in lewté: “Bot here yow lakked a
lyttel, sir, and lewté yow wonted.” (2366) Gawain replies that he
has indeed failed in “. . . larges and lewt¢ bat longez to knyztez.”
(2381) His next sentence includes a further reference to vntrawpe:
“Now am I fawty and falce, and ferde haf ben euer / Of trecherye
and vntrawpe. . . .” (2382-83) The Green Knight's final summa-
rizing praise of Gawain emphasizes his traupe: “And I wol pe as
wel, wy3ze, bi my faythe, / As any gome vnder God for by grete
traupe.” (2469-70) And finally, after Gawain’s return to Arthur’s
court, he accuses himself of vnleuté and vntrawpe, again with what
sounds like an air of final summarizing judgment: “be nirt in pe
nek he naked hem schewed / Pat he lazt for his vnleuté at pe leu-
des hondes. . . " (2498-99) And again, “Pis is pe token of vn-
trawpe pat [ am tan inne. . . .” (2509)

This emphasis on lewté or trawpe is obviously supported by
Gawain’s actions in the two large tests by which he is confronted.
In the beheading game, it of course takes the form of lewté to his
plighted word in the face of what appears to be certain death. In
the temptation scenes, the situation is much more complex—in-
volving lewté to a number of different obligations, not all of them
easily compatible. There is, to begin with, his obligation to the
Christian virtue of chastity itself. Then there is at least a twofold
obligation to the lord of the castle: first, the simple relation be-
tween a guest and his host; and second, the much more complex
set of rules brought into being by the game of the exchange of
winnings. Finally, there is his obligation to knightly courtoisie;
hence, I take it, the emphasis on him as a paragon of it, both in
the lady’s speeches to him in the bedchamber (1226ff., 1248ff.) and
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in the earlier comments of Bertilak’s men when he first arrives at
the castle:

Now schal we semlych se slestez of pewez
And pe teccheles termes of talkyng noble,
Wich spede is in speche vnspurd may we lerne,
Syn we haf fonged pat fyne fader of nurture.

[916-19]

Now the combination of these various claims presents Gawain
with an extremely delicate problem in behavior; in particular, how
say a distinct “no” to the lady—thus fulfilling his obligations to
chastity and to the lord of the castle—and yet not violate cour-
tesy?® The dilemma is hit off perfectly by a description of his state
of mind on the third day:

For pat prynces of pris depresed hym so pikke,
Nurned hym so ne3e pe pred, pat nede hym bihoued
Oper lach per hir luf, oper lodly refuse.

He cared for his cortaysye, lest crapayn he were,

And more for his meschef 3if he schulde make synne,
And be traytor to pat tolke pat pat telde azt.

[1770-75]

The situation may be further complicated by Gawain's reputation
in various other romances as something between a lady’s man and

.a lecher, a trait apparently alluded to here in a number of remarks
by the lady (1293ff., 1481ff.) as well as by Gawain’s own carefully
qualified disclaimer: “. . . I be not now he pat 3e of speken.” (1242)
In any case, I would propose that what we have in the temptation
scenes is not simply the basic Christian drama of whether Gawain
will yield to illicit passion but also a complex social situation call-
ing for an unusual degree of tact and wisdom.

If all this is so, what we seem to have arrived at is a pattern in
which lewté or trawpe is to be manifested in the beheading game
through courage and in the temptation episodes through wisdom
—or, if I can make the suggestion without running a good thing
into the ground, in the beheading game by fortitudo and in the
temptation episodes by sapientia. This formula sapientia et fortitudo
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(that is, wisdom and courage) is of course a commonplace in me-
dieval thought, as a summary of the heroic ideal; as such, it seems
to me to play an important part not only in Beowulf but in a num-
ber of other Old English heroic poems.* In Sir Gaunin, the Green
Knight's initial challenge to Arthur’s court includes what sounds
like an explicit reference to this heroic ideal: “If any so hardy in pis
hous holdez hymseluen, / Be so bolde in his blod, brayn in hys
hede. . . .” (285-86) That is, if any be so courageous but so lack-
ing in wisdom. Gawain'’s acceptance of the challenge contains an
equally pointed denial of the two heroic virtues in himself: “I am
pe wakkest, I wot, and of wyt feblest. . . .” (354) And in the latter
part of the poem, Gawain refers three times to the curious pair
“cowardice and covetousness”’—all in contexts that seem to imply
a summarizing judgment on his own failing, and two of them in
striking juxtaposition with references to lewté and vntrawpe:

Corsed worth cowarddyse and couetyse bope!

(2374]
For care of py knokke counrdyse me tazt
To acorde me with couetyse, my kynde to forsake,
bat is larges and lewté pat longez to kny3tez.
(2379-81]
bis is pe lape and pe losse pat I lazt haue
Of couardise and couetyse pat I haf cast pare;
bis is pe token of vntrawpe pat | am tan inne. . . .
[2507-9]

Cowardice, I suppose, is obvious enough as the opposite of forti-
tudo; the question is, how about covetousness as a possible oppo-
site of sapientia?

Very briefly, in Augustine as well as in later medieval the-
ologians, the term cupiditas, or “covetousness,” has two distinct
meanings: the narrow meaning of “desire for wealth,” and the
larger meaning of “desire for more than is necessary in any good
of this life.”” In the latter sense, it is by implication a turning from
the love of God to a love of transitory things, and the basic self-
love that is inherent in all sin; and it is in this sense, of course,
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that cupiditas is the wrongly directed love opposed to charitas or
rightly directed love.® Again, in medieval thought generally, sapi-
entia is the direct antithesis not only of folly or stupidity but also of
evil itself, since the rejection of evil is for the Christian the highest
wisdom and can be accomplished only with the help of divinely
inspired wisdom.” Now if, as I have said, “covetousness” is a
familiar generic term for evil, and if in Christian terms evil is di-
rectly opposed to wisdom, there seems at least some reason for
suspecting that Gawain’s “covetousness” may be intended as the
antithesis of sapientia and that the whole expression “cowardice
and covetousness” may be a deliberate denial of the heroic ideal
from a pointedly Christian perspective.

With this thematic structure in mind, let us now turn to the
famous hunting scenes, which alternate with the scenes in Ga-
wain’s bedroom. As Henry Savage suggested long ago,® Gawain
is clearly the “game” being stalked by the lady inside the castle
while the beasts are being hunted outside; and it seems equally
clear that on the first day the correspondence is enlivened by a
reversal of sexes, with the female deer being hunted outside and
the male Gawain inside. We may notice in passing that this whole
motif of the reversal of sexes is further enriched by an elaborate
burlesque of Courtly Love etiquette in the temptation scenes; for
example, the highly conventionalized congié or formal permission
to depart, normally granted by the lady to her lover, here becomes
‘Pe lady penn spek of leue, / He granted hir ful sone.” (1288-89)
With regard to the overall pattern of the hunting scenes, Sav-
age proposed that the character and behavior of the three beasts
hunted on the successive days—deer, boar, and fox—are meant to
parallel the changing tactics of Gawain on the three days. [ would
suggest instead that the animals represent emblematically the
dangers latent in his situation and that their fates represent the
fate which awaits him if he fails. The thirteenth-century encyclo-
pedist Thomas of Cantimpré, for example, moralizes the doe as
those who are too slack and cowardly of mind to resist temptation:
“[Dammule] illos signant, qui animo segnes et ignavi resistere no-
lunt dyabolo temptatori; et ideo variis morsibus vitiorum horis
omnibus demones in eos debachantur. . . .”” The usual character-
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istics of the boar in medieval encyclopedias are ferocity and what
might be called boorishness: “Aper, id est porcus, vel sus silvester
a feritate vocatur, ablata scilicet littera quasi asper, ut vult Varro.
Unde apud Graecos, agrios, dypiog, id est agrestis, ferus dicitur et
ferox, omne enim quod ferum est et immite abusive agreste voca-
mus.”’® We have already noticed that Gawain’s test in the bed-
room scenes involves the extremely complex feat of not sleeping
with the lady, while at the same time not slipping into ungracious-
ness in his refusal. If this is so, might the slack and cowardly doe
stand for those qualities that would make him not resist directly
enough, that is, preserve courtesy but fail in chastity? And might
the fierce and boorish boar stand for those qualities that would
make him resist too directly, that is, preserve chastity but fail in
courtesy? And would the fox, with his common reputation for
trickery and baseness,'! then stand for the slight contamination of
both wisdom and fortitude (the first by wiliness, the second by a
touch of fear) that makes him finally accept the girdle?

Such an interpretation would be supported also by the obvious
correspondence between the fate that awaits Gawain under the ax
of the green man and the detailed descriptions of the cutting up of
the deer and the boar, both of which make prominent mention of
the cutting off of the head (1353, 1607). This observation, in turn,
leads us to look more closely at the image of brittening, that is,
“breaking up” or “cutting up,” a word frequently used for the
dismembering of game animals.'? The verb britten appears four
times in the poem, including one occurrence in the cutting up of
the deer (1339) and one in the cutting up of the boar (1611). Of the
two other occurrences, one is in the lament by the people of Ar-
thur’s court when Gawain rides off to keep his appointment with
the Green Knight:

A lowande leder of ledez in londe hym wel semez,
And so had better haf ben pen britned to nost,
Hadet wyth an aluisch mon, for angardez pryde.

(679-81]

I take this as a hint of what the result will be if Gawain, as the
“game” to be hunted inside the castle, is, so to speak, “taken”;

[29]



R. E. Kaske

presumably his fate would then approximate that of the game ani-
mals. The other use of the word britten is in the opening lines of
the poem: “Sipen pe sege and pe assaut watz sesed at Troye, / be
borj brittened and brent to brondez and askez. . ..” (1-2) Now
Troy is a spectacular example of a city that fell victim not merely
to force but to a combination of force and cunning (the wooden
horse and all that), as is immediately alluded to in the lines that
follow (3-4). Are we to understand, then, that Troy fell through a
failure of sapientia et fortitudo, and was accordingly brittened like the
beasts representing Gawain's possible fate?

The thematic importance of Troy in the poem is emphasized by
its reoccurrence in the closing lines (2525), as well as by a compari-
son in which Bertilak’s servant tells Gawain that the Green Knight
is bigger than either the best four of Arthur’s knights or Hector
(2100-2). The most prominent connection of Troy with Arthur’s
court, of course, is the fact that the Britons were held to be descen-
dants of the Trojans by way of Brutus, a legendary descendant of
Aeneas, who like him undertook a long, eventful voyage to found
a new nation. What emerges, I think, is a pattern in which Ar-
thur’s young court, the descendants of the Trojans, are tested in
the person of Gawain and, for the time being, survive—as Troy in
the end did not. Surely, however, it is also significant that Troy fell
because of a woman; that one means of tempting Gawain is a
woman; and that at some time in the future, Arthur’s court is itself
desfined to fall through the unfaithfulness of Guinivere.

One common medieval significance of Troy is as an example of
pride that was humbled; this tradition, apparently based on the
words “Postquam . . . ceciditque superbum Ilium” in the Aeneid
(I, 1-3), is for example dramatized on the ledge of the proud in
Dante’s Purgatorio."® In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the testing
of Arthur’s court in the person of Gawain, along with his small
partial failure, seems clearly bound up with a potential vulnerabil-
ity to pride. The Green Knight first challenges the court by asking,
“Where is now your sourquydrye and your conquestes . . . 2" (311)
After the completion of the beheading game, he reveals that Mor-
gain la Fée sent him “For to assay pe surquidré, 3if hit soth were /
Pat rennes of pe grete renoun of pe Rounde Table.” (2457-58) Fi-
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nally, Gawain remarks ruefully that in future he will look at the
green girdle “. . . quen pryde schal me pryk for prowes of armes.”
(2437) Pride—as inordinate love of self, the preference for one’s
own desires over one’s obligations to God and man—would in Au-
gustinian terms be identical with the cupidity, or desire for more
than is necessary in earthly goods, that I suggested earlier as the
meaning of Gawain's couetyse;'* and both would form a natural
antithesis to the lewté or trawpe that I have proposed as the gov-
erning theme of the poem.'*

So far, I have tried to show that the controlling ideal in Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight is this virtue of lewté or trawpe, closely
supported by the heroic ideal sapientia et fortitudo; and that this
pattern of values informs not only the two main actions of the
poem but also the hunting scenes, the theme of brittening, and the
allusions to Troy. Gawain’s slight failure in accepting the girdle
seems nicely calculated as a minor defect in both of the heroic
virtues—a small mistake in judgment as well as a small departure
from courage. In a larger way, it is a semicomic acknowledgment
of the inevitable imperfection of even this paragon of knighthood,
aided and abetted by the tolerant laughter of Arthur’s court, with
God knows what sly comment on the “Arthur’s Court” of the po-
et's own time and place. With regard to the vexed question of
Gawain’s two “confessions”—the first to the priest at Bertilak’s
castle (1876-84), the second to the Green Knight himself after the
final confrontation (2369-94)—I suspect that the emphasis often
placed on the question about the validity of the first confession is
somewhat beside the point.'® That it is to be regarded as valid
seems almost inescapable, in view of the poet’s description of the
effects of the absolution: “And he asoyled hym surely and sette
hym so clene / As domezday schulde haf ben di5t on pe morn.”
(1883-84) However that may be, I would suggest that these two
passages are employed mainly as a pair of related devices to illu-
minate Gawain’s psychological state before and after the final
showdown with the Green Knight. His confession to the priest,
while sincere and presumably valid in ordinary Christian terms,
does reveal by implication a possibly unconscious chink in his
spiritual armor: a basic, almost unavoidable attachment to life it-
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self. His later “confession” to the Green Knight is a rueful lament
over this hitherto unsuspected imperfection. The fact that the first
confession is to a representative of established Christianity who
absolves and the second to a mysterious green apparition who on
the whole condones (and who, I will suggest presently, is to be
thought of from one perspective as nature itself) would provide its
own wry comment on the never quite eradicable presence of natu-
ral man, even in so Christian a knight as Gawain. A word should
be said also about the obvious fact that both of Gawain’s major
tests turn out in the end to be games, artificially contrived; the
closer one looks, the more the poem is in fact saturated with this
“game” atmosphere.'” The essence of a game is that it exists in a
vacuum of sorts, testing highly specific skills by means of its own
rules, which have no necessary connection with real life. Just so, I
take it, the point of the “game” situation in Sir Gaumin is to throw
the emphasis onto the tests of Gawain as tests and so onto his
virtue as virtue, apart from complicating realities.

Time forbids an inclusive analysis of the many other difficulties
that would of course have to be accounted for in an interpretation
of this kind. By way of example, however, let us consider two of
the most formidable, beginning with the notorious puzzle of the
pentangle painted on Gawain'’s shield (623-65), which is explained
by the poet as embracing five groups of five: the five wyttez or five
senses (640); the five fingers (641); afyaunce (trust or faith) in the
five wounds of Christ (642); forsnes (fortitude) inspired by the five
joys of Mary (646); and an apparently miscellaneous group of five
virtues:

be fyft fyue pat I finde pat pe frek vsed
Watz fraunchyse and felazschyp forbe al pbyng,
His clannes and his cortaysye croked were neuer,
And pité, pat passez alle poyntez, pyse pure fyue
Were harder happed on pat hapel pen on any oper.
[651-55]
Though incidental light has been thrown on this curious device

in a number of studies,’® what seem to me its central questions
remain unanswered: first, what is the significance of the fifth
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group of five virtues, for which no exact parallel has ever been
found? second and more important, why these five fives brought
together in one figure? In the wilderness of medieval number
symbolism, one thing that stands out consistently about the num-
ber five is its connection with the five senses and the material
realm in which they operate. Dante, in the Convivio, compares the
pentangle itself to man completed by reason.!” Some such mean-
ing seems at least plausible for its use in Sir Gawain, with perhaps
a hint of its status as a “spherical” number (one that reproduces
itself endlessly when squared and so signifies perfection) in the
five groups of five that make up the pentangle as a whole. Again,
it seems fairly clear that the pentangle somehow gets replaced by
the green girdle as Gawain’s talisman of protection in the latter
part of the poem. But when a poet as good as this one stops his
story so abruptly and for so long to introduce a static device (even
calling attention to the fact, as he does in line 624 with the remark
“pof tary hyt me schulde”), and when the device itself is so com-
plicated and so carefully worked out, I think we are justified in
looking for something more.

My own attack on the problem is outlined in Diagram 1. The
first two groups of five I take to pertain to natural man, that is,
to man simply as man, without the redeeming grace of Christian-
ity. The first group—the five wyttez or senses—represent a natural
means to knowledge and thus relate to sapientia; the second group
—the five fingers—represent a natural means to deeds and relate
to fortitudo. I then consider the third and fourth groups of five as
pertaining to specifically Christian man. The third group—
afyaunce, trust or faith in the five wounds of Christ—I take to relate
to Christian sapientia, by way of the profound connection between
faith and wisdom;* the fourth group—forsnes or fortitude in-
spired by the five joys of Mary—seems related obviously enough
to Christian fortitudo. (In these last two groups, the important con-
cepts for this scheme would of course be not the five wounds and
five joys themselves but the faith and fortitude they inspire.) If we
understand these first four groups of five as defining Gawain’s
character and career in a general way, I wonder whether it is not
possible to see in the mysterious fifth group an anticipation of the
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Diagram 1
Related to sapientia Related to fortitudo
Natural 5 wyttez (senses): 5 fyngres:
man means to knowledge means to deeds

Christian afyaunce (trust, faith) forsnes (fortitude)
man in 5 wounds of Christ | inspired by 5 joys of Mary

With reference to host: With reference to lady:

fraunchyse and felazschyp clannes and cortaysye

pité —

virtues he is expected to demonstrate at the castle of Bertilak, with
the first two—fraunchyse and felazschyp—relating to Bertilak him-
self, and the next two—<clannes and cortaysye—relating to the lady.
Both fraunchyse (liberality) and felazschyp (which 1 take to mean a
spirit of brotherhood with one’s fellow man) seem integral compo-
nents of the game of the exchange of winnings; and we have al-
ready noticed the prominent role of clannes and cortaysye (chastity
and courtesy) in Gawain'’s dealings with the lady. The final virtue
of the five, pité, can be understood either as “piety” or as “pity”; |
would read it primarily as “piety” and interpret it as an epitome
not only of the preceding four virtues but also of the other groups
of five and of everything Gawain is expected to be—that is, as a
virtual equivalent of the pervasive lewté and trawpe.

If this suggestion can be entertained without hilarity, there
may just possibly be a further pattern based on it. In the account
of the pentangle, the reference to the five joys of Mary is followed
by a description of the picture of Mary also painted on Gawain’s
shield:
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At pis cause pe kny3t comlyche hade
In pe inore half of his schelde hir ymage depaynted,
Pat quen he blusched perto his belde neuer payred.

[648—50]

The detail itself is of course a commonplace in Arthurian litera-
ture; but as far as I know, the closest parallel to this description in
Sir Gawain occurs in Robert Holkot's tremendously popular com-
mentary on the Book of Wisdom, written during the 1330s:

Scutum nostrum est fides nostra, ad Ephes. 6[:16], “In omnibus sumentes
scutum fidei in quo possitis omnia tela nequissimi ignea extinguere.” In
historia Britonum scribitur de Archturo rege, quod in interiori parte scuti
sui imaginem Virginis gloriose depictam habuit, quam quotiens in bello
fatigatus aspexit, spem recuperauit & uires. Isto modo nos si in bello uite
preesentis triumphare uelimus, infra scutum fidei nostra imaginem uirgi-
nis cum filio deportemus. . . %!

Let us notice particularly here the emphasis on the virtues faith
and hope, both connected with Mary; in Sir Gaunin, what seem to
be the same ideas are associated with the five wounds of Christ
and the five joys of Mary. Gawain’s afyaunce in the five wounds
(642) can easily be understood as an allusion to faith. His forsnes
and belde inspired by the five joys and the picture of Mary (646,
650) can be connected, though perhaps less obviously, with hope,
the militant virtue; to say that whenever he gazed on the Virgin’s
picture his belde neuer payred (“his boldness never faltered”) is,
after all, quite close to saying that his hope never faltered. If this
equation still seems suspect, we may note the explicit connection
between hope and strength, both inspired by Mary, in our passage
from Holkot: “. . . so often as he looked at her . . . he recovered
hope and strength.”

Now faith and hope, which I have just suggested are related to
the five wounds and five joys within Gawain'’s pentangle, are of
course the first two of the Theological Virtues—Faith, Hope, and
Charity—and since the Theological Virtues are the virtues that
perfect man specifically as a Christian, they would fall in the right
place in my earlier scheme, presented in the diagram. The virtues
that perfect man simply as man are the four Cardinal Virtues,
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Prudence, Justice, Temperance, and Fortitude. I wonder, then,
whether the poet may not be using the first two fives—the five
senses and five fingers, symbolizing sapientia et fortitudo in terms
of natural man—as a kind of summarizing allusion to the Cardinal
Virtues, or, let us say, as covering the same general ground as the
Cardinal Virtues.*? If so, he would then seem to be using afyaunce
in the five wounds of Christ as a synecdoche for Faith (the first of
the Theological Virtues) and relating both of them to Christian
wisdom; and in the same way he would seem to be associating
forsnes and belde inspired by the five joys and the picture of Mary
with Hope (the second of the Theological Virtues) and relating
both of them to Christian fortitude. If this pattern should be at all
plausible, the meaning of the mysterious final group of five vir-
tues—liberality, fellowship, chastity, courtesy, and piety or pity—
would become obvious: Charity, the last of the three Theological
Virtues, seen in those aspects that have a particular relation to the
chivalric life, to Gawain’s present situation, and to the pentangle
as I have interpreted it. On the face of it such an explanation
seems possible enough, and it is not difficult to find traditional
connections between each of the five individual virtues and char-
ity;* the only catch is that I have not yet found them related to
charity as a well-defined group (imagine, if you will, the chore of
reading through the corpus of medieval pronouncements on char-
ity). I should add, incidentally, that one of my undergraduates
a few years ago greeted this whole proposal about the pentan-
gle, complete with diagram, with the brief but heartfelt comment,
“What a hell of a way to have to read a poem!” Further question-
ing made it clear that what he was objecting to was a certain ex-
acting mechanical quality, which may not have escaped the pres-
ent audience. Whatever one may think about that problem—and
there are many attitudes possible—it is at least worth recalling that
the present passage seems unabashedly to invite this sort of regi-
mented interpretation through its own preoccupation with a pat-
tern of five carefully explicated fives.

Finally, let us turn to the enigmatic figures of the Green Knight
and the two ladies, all of whom would seem to be outstanding
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candidates for some sort of extraliteral interpretation. To begin
with, how about the Green Knight as a figure of Nature? His
greenness would be obviously appropriate; his carrying a bob of
holly in one hand and an ax in the other (206-8) would hit off
nicely the benevolent and the hostile aspects of nature; and there
is even a certain aptness in the game he proposes, a demonstra-
tion of the proposition “You can’t damage me permanently, but I
can easily kill you,” which, however inadequate it might be as a
speech of nature to modern man, must surely have been an accu-
rate summary of the medieval situation. At several points in the
hunting scenes, the Green Knight (alias lord of the castle) seems
in his joyous frenzy almost to become one with nature (1174-77,
1590-91); and the speech of the servant, warning Gawain not to
seek out the Green Knight, describes him in terms that would
apply perfectly to nature itself:

Per passes non bi pat place so proude in his armes

Pat he ne dyngez hym to depe with dynt of his honde;

For he is a mon methles, and mercy non vses,

For be hit chorle oper chaplayn pat bi pe chapel rydes,

Monk oper masseprest, oper any mon elles,

Hym pynk as queme hym to quelle as quyk go hymseluen.

[2104-9]
With regard to the traditions probably underlying the portrayal

of the Green Knight, I agree with Professor Benson that the image
itself seems derived primarily from the “green man” and the “wild
man” so familiar in medieval folklore, literature, and art.2*
The “green man” is of course intimately connected with nature,
through the theme of fertility; he is also closely associated with
decapitation and with the cycle of the seasons, both prominent
themes in Sir Gaunin. I would also suggest, however, that the poet
has adapted these popular images into a vehicle for a sophisti-
cated and highly philosophical conception of nature—that of Na-
ture as one of the two regents through whom God runs the mate-
rial universe, somewhat like, say, the Nature who appears in
Alain de Lille’s Anticlaudianus and De planctu Naturae or for that
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matter in Chaucer’s Parlement of Foules. It is in this way, I take it,
that the Green Knight can be apparent enemy, deceptive tester,
and benign yet righteous judge, all in one.

We come at last to the two ladies, the old one and the young
one. Literally, of course, the old one is identified as Morgain la
Fée; and at least a plausible motive for her enmity toward Guini-
vere and Arthur’s court (2456ff.) can be found in certain romances
of the Vulgate Cycle, where she is forced to leave the court be-
cause of a love affair that has been discovered and exposed by
Guinivere. But if the Green Knight can be suspected of somehow
suggesting Nature, one may reasonably ask whether there may
not also be something more to the ladies. Hans Schnyder, in a
book in which I can find little to agree with, proposes for them
an interpretation I had often wondered about: that together they
function as a symbol of Fortune, who is often presented as having
two faces, one pleasant, the other unpleasant.” Sometimes, in-
deed, the pleasant face or pleasant side of Fortune is white, while
her unpleasant face or side is black®*—a detail that corresponds
rather well to part of the poet’s introductory description of the two
ladies:

Bot vnlyke on to loke po ladyes were,
For if pe 30nge watz 3ep, 30l3e watz pat oper;
Riche red on pat on rayled ayquere,

Rugh ronkled chekez pat oper on rolled;
Kerchofes of pat on, wyth mony cler perlez,
Hir brest and hir bryst prote bare displayed,
Schon schyrer pen snawe pat schedez on hillez;
bat oper wyth a gorger watz gered ouer pe swyre,
Chymbled ouer hir blake chyn with chalkquyte vayles,
Hir frount folden in sylk, enfoubled ayquere,
Toreted and treleted with tryflez aboute,
bat no3t watz bare of pat burde bot pe blake brozes,
be tweyne y3en and pe nase, pe naked lyppez,
And pose were soure to se and sellyly blered. . . .

[950-63]

[38]

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

In the German romance Diu Kréne, written in the early thirteenth
century by Heinrich von dem Tiirlin, Sir Gawain himself encoun-
ters a Lady Fortune who on the right side is “adorned with great
richness, both body and clothing,” and on the left side appears
“old, blind, black, and faded”:

Vrou Selde und ir kint, daz Heil,
Die waren an dem rehten teil
Geziert von grozer richeit

Beidiu lip unde kleit,

Und was nach vréuden gar gestalt;
Zer andern site schinen sie alt,
Blint, swarz unde bleich. . . .%7

It may also be worth noticing that Morgain la Fée and Lady For-
tune are both goddesses and that at least one part of the Green
Knight's later description of Morgain would apply about equally
well to Fortune:

Morgne be goddes

Perfore hit is hir name:
Weldez non so hyze hawtesse
Pat ho ne con make ful tame.

[2452-55]

[n the poem, the old woman does indeed send Gawain harsh for-
tune by way of the Green Knight, while the younger one offers
him pleasant fortune. An association of the young woman with
the pleasant aspect of Fortune might be favored also by the evi-
dent connection between Gawain’s “three temptations” at her
hand and the famous trinity of evils in I John 2:16, “concupiscentia
carnis . .. et concupiscentia oculorum et superbia vitae”;?® in
the roughly contemporary poem Piers Plowman (B, XI, 12-15) the
dreamer is tempted by Fortune herself, who is attended by “Con-
cupiscencia carnis,” “Coueitise of eizes,” and “Pride of parfit lyu-
ynge.” If this whole identification of the Green Knight and the two
ladies in Sir Gawain is convincing, Gawain’s testers take on over-
tones of Natura and Fortuna, the two great regents by whom God
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rules the material universe; the test of the Round Table through
Gawain takes on cosmic proportions, surpassing even those it ac-
quires by the comparison with Troy; and the result is to show man
his limitations as man in the presence of these two great control-
ling forces.
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tations: Medieval Man in Search of the World (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1966), pp. 232-34. | would suggest, however, that the three Biblical
evils are reflected in the poem not by Gawain’s temptations on the three
successive days but by the three different temptations offered him—with
concupiscentia carnis dramatized by the lady’s offer of her body, concu-
piscentia oculorum (which is traditionally interpreted as avarice) by her of-
fer of the gold ring (1813-20), and superbia vitae by her offer of the sup-
posedly life-protecting girdle.
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Forms and Functions
of Latin Speech, 400-800

George A. Kennedy
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Although people have been known to paint pictures, mold fig-
ures, or create a variety of sound with strings or pipes or drums,
or upon occasion to jump up and down and beat their breasts, the
characteristic form of human communication is intelligible speech.
A certain philosopher once observed that man is a political ani-
mal, and political institutions give form to the development of
conventions in speech. Speech is sometimes expressive, some-
times informative, sometimes impressive; it has some purpose,
whether to express how happy or unhappy the speaker is or to
convey information or to impress another with the need to believe
something or to do something. The technique by which a speaker
seeks to accomplish his purpose is rhetoric, in the primary sense
of that word. Since the word “rhetoric” is variously used or mis-
used, it is important to stress that the term will here be used in its
original, primary, and broadest sense. Techniques of written com-
position or devices of style are a branch of rhetoric, but only one
of several branches.

In most societies, throughout most of history, effective rhetoric
has been learned by observation, imitation, and experimentation.
This is as true in Rome or in Paris as in Bali or Madagascar. Such
techniques can be described and analyzed as a system of rhetoric,
but conceptualization, and thus the systematic teaching of rhetori-
cal theory, is characteristic only of the most advanced societies,
and not all of them. Even in China and India the conceptualiza-
tion of rhetoric was rather limited. Only in Greece in the fifth
century before Christ was there a full attempt to make rhetoric
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