Sir Gawain Notes

An Arthurian romance by an unknown poet (based on the life of a read 5th century king)

Dialect of poem suggests the poet was from the Northwest Midlands of England, a well-educated writer who knew Latin and French

Sir Gawain reflects aspects of medieval England—largely and agricultural society, and life was influenced by the rhythms of nature, the seasons of the year and natural cycles of life and death

For most life was primitive but the noble households offered glimpse of a different world, of colorful courtiers, richly decorated halls, songs and poetry

Contemporary of Chaucer but very different language and style—the Gawain poet chose not to write in the modern style; he used a northern dialect and alliterative style; part of what is called an Alliterative Revival, a tradition of verse that goes back to old Germanic poetry

Words alliterate if they begin with the same consonant sound or any vowel wound on the first stress syllable of a word; lines usually divide naturally into two halves and alliteration occurs at least twice in the first half of the line and once in the second. Each verse ends with a tag followed by four short lines of alternate rhyme, what is called a “bob and a wheel.”

The story begins with a reference to the legendary founding of Britain by Brutus a refugee from Troy

A medieval court. As the action opens the court is in the midst of celebrating the Church feast of the Twelve Days of Christmas, Christmas Eve to Twelfth Night (January 6, also known as Epiphany)

A young court, eager to enjoy the caroling (songs and dances), feasting, and New Year’s games of the season. Into this scene rides the Green Knight who evokes both natural and supernatural worlds
