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CH APTER ONE: 

AIMS AND METHODS



M iddle E n g lish  ro m a n ces  have b een  in te n s iv e ly  stud ied  

during the la s t  cen tu ry  and a h a lf, but a s  l it e r a r y  p rod u ction s th ey  

have in sp ire d  l e s s  c r it ic a l co m m en ta ry  than the ro m a n ces  of the 

contin en ta l la n g u a g es. T oo m uch of th is  c r it ic is m  i s  b a sed  on e ith er  

h a sty  rea d in g s or p r e c o n c e iv e d  n otio n s. Y et one of the w o rk s, Gawain  

and th e G reen  K night, i s  am ong the m o st  sc r u tin iz ed  p ie c e s  o f E n g lish  

l ite r a tu r e . H ow ever, the ro m a n ce  w as not w r itte n  in  a l ite r a r y  

vacuum , fo r  the poet drew  on a good d ea l o f tra d itio n  in  shaping h is  

w ork. But the com m on c r it ic a l  app roach  h a s b een  to  tr e a t th e poem  

a s  unique, s in c e  m o st  E n g lish  ro m a n ces  w ere  w r itten  fo r  lo w er  c la s s  

and b o u rg eo is  a u d ien ce s , w e r e  a r t is t ic a l ly  cru d e , and se e m e d  to  lack  

any s e r io u s  p u rp ose .

In fa c t, a s  th is  study w ill a ttem p t to  d em o n stra te , the only  

unusual a sp ec t of G aw ain and the G reen  K night is  i t s  d eg ree  of e x c e l­

len ce; that i s ,  i t s  v ir tu e s  a r e , to  a l e s s e r  ex ten t, sh ared  by m any  

other r o m a n ces. I ts  c o u r t lin e s s , m e tr ic a l flu en cy , r ic h n e ss  of d e ­

scr ip tio n , s tru c tu re , h u m or, and s e r io u s n e s s  a re  a ll  found in r o ­

m a n ce s  that w ere  w r itten  in  the fou rteen th  and fifteen th  c en tu r ie s  in  

the north o f England and the b ord er  reg io n s  of Scotland. B y  the 

"North" I r e fe r  to  the g eo g ra p h ica l a r ea  north of the H um ber, w est of 

the T ren t and inclu d ing m o st  of the S co ttish  L ow lands. A lthough th is  

reg io n  contained th ree  d ia le c ts , N orth ern , N orthw est M idlands, and, 

a fter  1400, S co ttish , during the M iddle A g e s , it form ed  a hom ogen ous  

cu ltu ra l en tity .
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The N orth  h a s  a lw a y s  h eld  a d is tin c tiv e  p la ce  in  B r it ish  

h is to r y  and h a s  a lw a y s  p o s s e s s e d  a unique cu ltu re . During the c lo se  

of the M iddle A g e s , the fou rteen th  and fifteen th  c en tu r ie s , the so c ia l  

and p o lit ic a l con d ition s o f th e reg io n  profoundly a ffec ted  th e c h iv a lr ic  

ro m a n ces  that w ere  w r itte n  in th is  a r e a , and to  a la r g e  d eg ree  a c ­

counted for  th e ir  s p e c ia l  q u a lit ie s .

The d is t in c t iv e n e s s  o f N orth ern  cu ltu re is  w e ll a tte s te d  in  

con tem p orary  E n g lish  l ite r a tu r e . C hau cer, a London m an , found 

N orth ern  sp eech  so  s p e c ia l  that he u sed  it a s  a hu m orous touch in  the 

R e e v e 's  T a le  to  c h a r a c te r iz e  the tw o C am bridge stu d en ts. * L a ter , 

the P a r so n , in  h is  p r o lo g u e , w a rn s h is  au d ien ce  "But tru ste th  w e l, I 

am a Southren m an , /  I kan nat g e e s te  'rum , ram , ruf, ' by le t tr e . "  ̂

S in ce the P a r so n  i s  a m an of th e South, he cannot com p ose  a llite r a t iv e  

p o e m s, a su r e  in d ica tion  that C h au cer w as at le a s t  aw are o f the l i t e r ­

a ry  ta s te s  of the N orth .

Our m o st v a lu a b le  sp o k esm en  for  the N orth ern  d is t in c t iv e ­

n e s s  of the fou rteen th  cen tu ry  a r e  Ralph H igden and John T r e v is a .  

H igd en 's exp lanation  o f th e q u a lit ie s  o f  N orthern sp eech  p o in ts  up the

S o u th ern er's  a w a r e n e ss  o f  the r e m o te n e s s  and s tr a n g e n e ss  o f the  

3region :

T ota lingua N o rth im b ro ru m , m a x im e in E b oraco  ita  s tr id e t  
in con d ita , quod n o s  a u s tr a le s  earn v ix  in te l l ig e r e  p o ssu m u s;  
quod puto p ro p ter  p ro p er  iu gem  rem otion em  regu m  
A nglorum  ab i l l i s  p a r tib u s , qui m a g is  ad au strum  d iver  sa ti, 
m agno a u z ilia to ru m  m anu pergunt. F r e q u e n tio r is  autem  
m o r a e  in  a u s tr in is  p artib u s quam in  b o rea lib u s  cau sa  
p o e te s t  e s s e  g leb a  fe r a c io r , p leb s  n u m e ro s io r , u rb es
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in s ig n io r e s , p o r tu s  a c co m m o d a tio re s .

T r e v is a  exp and s, but d o e s  not a lte r  H igd en 's  o b serv a tio n s:

A1 £>e lon g a g e  o f |?e N orjahum bres, and sp e c ia ly ch  at 3 ork , y s  
so  sch a rp , s ly tty n g  and fro tyn g , and u n sch ap e, jaat w e  
Soujperon m en  m a y  jsat lon gage unnefce undurstonde. Y trow e  
]pat ]?at y s  b y ca u se  ]?at a buj? n y 3  to  s tra n g e  m en , and a lie n s  
jaat spekef) s tra n g e ly ch , and a lso  b y c a u se  jaat fce k yn ges of 
E ngelond  wonejp a lw ey  fe r  fram  fcat contray; and 3 e f a go]? to  
{> nor£> con tray , a go£> wifj g re t h elp  and stren g th e . 0 e  cau se  
w hy a bu|? m o r e  in ]?e soufc con tray  ]pan in  j?e norjp m a y  be 
b etre  corn lond , m o r e  p eo p le , m o r e  nob le  c y te s , and m o r e  
p rofy tab le  h a v en es .

M osse*p o in ts  out that th is  p a ssa g e  i s  b orrow ed  from  the G esta

P o n tificu m  o f W illiam  o f M alm esb u ry , w hich  d a tes  from  1125, and

4thus i s  not an a ccu ra te  p ic tu re  of E ngland in  th e fou rteenth  cen tu ry . 

But the l in g u is t ic  ev id en ce  i s  c er ta in ly  v a lid , and, a s  w e sh a ll s e e ,  

the m il ita r y  p ow er  of th e  N orth  p o sed  a contin ual th rea t to the  

m o n arch y  in  the la te r  p art of the cen tu ry .

A  hundred y e a r s  la te r , C axton 's v e r s io n  o m its  H igden1 s  and 

T r e v is a 's  m en tio n  of the d ifficu lty  of ro y a l p a s sa g e  in the a r e a . ®

T he h o s t il i ty  of the N orth , so  noted  in th e fou rteen th  cen tu ry , had  

b een  tem p ered  by the la te r  part of the fifteen th  cen tu ry . B ut, s in c e  

th is  i s  the only p a s s a g e  Caxton a l t e r s ,  w e m u st a s su m e  that the  

cu ltu ra l and lin g u is t ic  u n iq u en ess  of the N orth  s t i l l  rem ain ed .

A  cen tu ry  or m o r e  a fter  C axton, the concep t o f  N orth ern  

d is tin c t iv e  n e s s  w as s t i l l  a liv e  and m ad e i t s  b e s t  known ap p earan ce in  

S h a k e sp ea r e 's  H otsp u r. It i s  beyond the sco p e  of th is  study to  co n ­

s id e r  a ll  o f  S h a k e sp ea r e 's  s o u r c e s  in  c o n stru c tin g  h is  p o r tra it o f



H otspur, but th ey  c er ta in ly  m u st go beyond H o lin sh ed 's  ra th er  c o lo r ­

l e s s  p o r tra y a l. F o r  ex a m p le , H otsp u r's  "speaking th ick  w hich  nature  

m ad e h is  b lem ish "  i s  an in ven tion  of the a u th o r 's , d o es  not appear in  

the c h r o n ic le s , and p erh ap s r e fe r s  to  h is  N orthum berland  b u rr . ®

S till m o re  s ig n ifica n t is  the ch a ra cter  h im se lf . H u m p hreys su g g e sts  

that S h ak esp eare  m igh t have been  acquainted  w ith one o f th e ba llad  

v e r s io n s  o f the B a ttle  of O tterburn , w hich  gave  h im  a p a r tic u la r  co lor  

for  the P e r c y  s to r y .  ̂ C erta in ly  the im p etu o s ity  that so  m a r k s  H arry  

P e r c y  in  th e  p lay  i s  p r e c is e ly  the outstanding quality  o f the h is to r ic a l  

f ig u re . T he p u rsu it o f honor that d r iv e s  S h a k e sp ea r e 's  c h a ra c ter  

drove the r e a l m an , although s e r io u s ly  wounded, to  en g a g e  in  a 

d esp era te  b a ttle  a g a in st E a r l D ouglas ju st to  r e c o v e r  h is  captured  

standard . ®

S h a k esp ea re  endow s the ch a ra cter  in  add ition  to  b o ld n ess  w ith  

som e of the b a ck w a rd n ess  and uncou th n ess tr a d it io n a lly  a s so c ia te d  

with the N orth . H otspur d e lig h ts  in h is  avo id an ce of fa sh io n , h is  

a r t le s s n e s s ,  and h is  d is ta s te  fo r  m u s ic . He i s ,  above a l l ,  a rough  

p ro v in c ia l, not ignorant but sco rn fu l of the w ays of th e court and of 

elab ora te  a r t if ic ia l  m a n n ers . He d e te s ts  the "popinjay" of the court 

w ith h is  "talk so  lik e  a w a itin g -g en tle -w o m a n "  and h is  con cep t of 

ch iv a lry  s o  u tter ly  d iv o rced  from  the b a ttle fie ld . T h is  s id e  of the  

ch a ra cter  i s ,  a s  far  a s  we know, invention , for  P e r c y 's  c h a r a c ter  off 

the f ie ld  o f com bat i s  now here m en tion ed  in any o f th e con tem p orary  

h is to r ie s .  But the v e r y  ro u gh n ess and p r o v in c ia lity  o f S h a k esp ea re 's
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"n orth ern  youth" is  p erh ap s b a sed  on co n tem p orary  s te r e o ty p e s  of 

the N o rth ern  ch a ra cter , s te re o ty p e s  that s t i l l  e x is t .  G eorge  O rw ell 

h as r em a rk ed  that "when I f ir s t  went to  Y o r k sh ir e , so m e  y e a r s  ago ,

I im ag in ed  that I w as go ing  to a country of b o o r s . " ®

In th e opin ion, then , of both the h is to r ia n s  and the p o e ts  of 

E ngland, the N orth occu p ied  a sp e c ia l p la ce  in B r it is h  cu ltu re  and  

p rod u ced  p eop le  who w e re  co n sid ered  rath er  backw ard  and rough  by 

the r e s t  of England. We should th er e fo re  ex p ect the lite r a tu r e  o f th e  

r eg io n  to  be s im ila r ly  d is tin c tiv e .

One of the r e a so n s  why th is  d is t in c t iv e n e s s  h a s  on ly  r a r e ly  

b een  ex a m in ed  i s  that M iddle E n g lish  rom an ce  h a s a lm o st  n ev er  b een  

stu d ied  on a reg io n a l b a s is .  T he standard  study u su a lly  ta k e s  it s  

s tr u c tu r e  from  W ells' M anual, w hich d iv id es  ro m a n ce  into the M a tters  

of R o m e, B r ita in , and F r a n c e , or  acco rd in g  to  type of co m p o sitio n , 

for  ex a m p le  the co m p o site  r o m a n c e s . But reg io n a l d if fe r e n c e s  can  

o c c a s io n a lly  cut a c r o s s  the d if fe r e n c e s  in  su b sta n c e , and shape ro -  

m a n c e s  accord in g  to the ta s te s  of the au d ien ce .

A nother com m on c la s s if ic a t io n  i s  m e te r . T he b e s t  ex a m p le  

of th is  type of study is  O akden's A llite r a tiv e  P o e tr y  in  M iddle E n g lis h . 

C erta in ly  the m e tr ic a l form  of a w ork a ffe c ts  i t s  s e n s , e s p e c ia l ly  in  

such  a sch o o l a s  the a l l ite r a t iv e . B ut, a s  one c r it ic  had noted , the 

gu lf b etw een  the N orth ern  and Southern or  M idlands a ll ite r a t iv e  t r a ­

d itio n s i s  im m en se . W illiam  of P a ler n e  and th e A llite r a t iv e  M orte  

A rth u re sh a re  the sa m e m e tr ic a l fo rm , but the s e n s  of the w ork s and
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the outlook of the p o e ts  a r e  co m p le te ly  opp osed . R ather, the co n cep ts  

of the A llite r a t iv e  M orte poet a re  m u ch  m o re  congruent w ith  th o se  of 

B arb our, who w r ite s  at about the sa m e  t im e , in the sam e reg io n , but 

who u s e s  o c to sy lla b ic  co u p le ts  in stea d  of a llite r a tio n .

The in a d eq u a c ies  of such a p u re ly  m e tr ic a l c la s s if ic a t io n  can  

be c le a r ly  s e e n  in  A rthu rian  L ite ra tu r e  in  the M iddle A g e s , w h ere  the  

E n g lish  A rthurian  r o m a n c e s  a re  d iv ided  into a ll ite r a t iv e  and rhym ed  

and p ro se  r o m a n c e s . The e ffe c ts  o f su ch  a d iv is io n  a re  to sep a ra te  

such  o b v io u sly  r e la ted  w ork s a s  the A w n tyrs of A rthur and the  

A vow ynge of A rth u r, and to  ju xtap ose  to g e th er  such  u n rela ted  ro m a n ces  

a s  Gawain and the C arl o f C a r lis le  and L o v e lic h 's  M er lin .

It w ould not be v e r y  h elp fu l to  study the w ork s by date, for  

the flo u r ish in g  of N o rth ern  rom an ce  i s  a co m p a ra tiv e ly  la te  phenom enon. 

A ny study of la te  fou rteen th  cen tu ry  E n g lish  lite r a tu r e  m u st com e to  

g r ip s  w ith the fact that co n tem p o ra ry  w ith the F ren ch  sch o o l of C haucer  

and G ow er, fo r  whom  ro m a n ce  w as la r g e ly  a dead g en re , and the  

Southern ro m an ce  w r it e r s ,  who dw elt on the m a r v e llo u s  and the s t e r e o ­

typed m o tifs  o f  a dying tra d itio n , w a s a sch o o l of rom an ce in the N orth  

that produced the su p rem e  ex a m p le s  of E n g lish  c h iv a lr ic  lite r a tu r e .

T h is  phenom enon can be exp la in ed  n e ith er  by c la s s if ic a t io n  a cco rd in g  

to  subject m a tter , nor by c la s s if ic a t io n  a cco rd in g  to  m e te r , nor by a 

r ecen t a ttem p t to c la s s ify  M iddle E n g lish  ro m an ce  by  length . It can  

b est be exp la in ed  by r e la tin g  the l it e r a r y  d is t in c t iv e n e ss  o f the N orth  

to  the cu ltu ra l d is t in c t iv e n e ss  of the r eg io n , and in  p a r ticu la r  to  its
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unique h is to r ic a l s itu a tio n  during the fou rteen th  and fifteen th  cen tu ­

r ie s .

T h is  h is to r ic a l  c r it ic is m  h a s a cq u ired  a bad nam e s in c e  the  

turn of the cen tu ry  la r g e ly  b eca u se  of the e x c e s s e s  of th e e a r ly  p r a c ­

t it io n e r s . But such  e x c e s s e s  m u st w arn us and guide u s , not d eter  us 

from  try in g  to  p e r c e iv e  the; re la tio n sh ip  b etw een  the lite r a tu r e  and the  

h is to r y  of the N orth .

P erh a p s ty p ica l of the e r r o r s  of the n in eteen th  cen tu ry  sch o o l 

of h is to r ic a l c r it ic is m  i s  the w ork of G eorge  N e ilso n , who b e lie v e d  

that a ll  of the g rea t w o rk s of the N orth ern  ro m a n ce  tra d itio n s  w ere  

w ritten  by the sa m e  m an: Hugh E glin ton , or W yntoun's Huchown of  

A ule R e a lle . ^  That he ig n o r e s  v ita l fa c to r s  of date or d ia lec t  i s  only  

one o f N e ils o n 's  w e a k n e s s e s . R ather m o re  e x c e s s iv e  i s  h is  tend en cy  

to s e e  in  the ro m a n ces  o f the N orth an a lle g o r y  of the h is to r y  of the 

fou rteen th  cen tu ry . T hus "The A w ntyrs i s  a s c a r c e ly  v e ile d  n a rra tiv e  

of A n g lo -S c o ttish  p o litc a l in c id en ts  o f 1 3 5 8 -5 9 ,"  w h ile  G o la g ro s b e ­

lon gs to  the tim e  of the E n g lish  cap tiv ity  o f K ing John o f  F r a n c e . The  

M orte A rthure is  s im p ly  a r e c a s t in g  of Edw ard II 's  cam p aign s in  

w hich A rth u r 's  b a ttle  a g a in st L u ciu s i s  b a sed  on the b a ttle  of C recy , 

A rthur r e p r e s e n ts  L u c iu s , and M ordred i s  a c tu a lly  the E a r l o f M arch, 

the param ou r of E d w ard 's  m o th er . T h is  kind of c r it ic is m  h a s  m e r c i ­

fu lly  p a s s e d  out of fa sh io n  and N e ilso n 's  id e a s  no lo n g er  have m uch  

au thority . B ut, in a cu r io u s  w ay, N e ilso n  w as p e r c e p tiv e . In a s s ig n ­

ing a com m on au th orsh ip  to  th e se  w o rk s, he did p e r c e iv e  that th ey
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sh a red  a s im ila r  outlook w hich  w a s p a r a lle l to B a rb o u r 's . H ow ever , 

what he thought w a s the r e su lt  of a com m on auth orsh ip  w a s  ra th er  the  

r e s u lt  of a com m on outlook  in  the N orth.

T h ere  i s  a c o n s id e ra b le  group of r e s p e c te d  s c h o la r s  who 

have m ain ta in ed  that the d is t in c t iv e n e ss  o f m u ch  o f N o rth ern  A rth u rian  

ro m an ce  is  due to  the r e g io n 's  p ro x im ity  to  W ales and a ls o  to  i t s  e a r ly  

h is to r y , s in c e  th e reg io n , e s p e c ia l ly  C um berland, r em a in e d  C e ltic  

lo n g er  than o th er  p a r ts  o f B r ita in . ^  T h is v iew p o in t, w h ich  m igh t be  

te r m ed  the in su la r  sch o o l, h o ld s the op in ion  that the cu r io u s  p r e s e r ­

va tion  o f old  m o t ifs  in  N orth ern  ro m an ce  i s  the r e s u lt  of e ith e r  the 

d ir e c t tr a n s m is s io n  o f A rthurian  m a te r ia l from  n e ig h b o rin g  W ales, or  

r em em b ra n ce s  o f  the s ix th  and seven th  cen tu ry  N o rth ern  B r it is h  

k in gd om s.

It i s  tru e  that m u ch  of N orth ern  A rth u rian  lite r a tu r e  h a s no  

contin en ta l so u r c e  and that in  s e v e r a l of the w o rk s, n otab ly  S ir  

P e r c y v e lle  o f G a le s  or the Turk and G aw ain, e a r ly  and p r im itiv e  

fe a tu r e s  a r e  p r e se r v e d . It i s  a ls o  cu r io u s that G aw ain shou ld  be the  

fo ca l point o f so  m any N orth ern  ro m a n ces  w hen h e  i s  tr a d it io n a lly  

a s so c ia te d  w ith  th e reg io n . A ccord in g  to  an em in en t C e lt ic  s c h o la r :

"the G aw ain tra d itio n , if  a ls o  authentic , m u st o r ig in a te  fro m  the  

n a rra tiv e  m a te r ia l o f th e n orth ern  B r it ish  k in g d o m s, " and that th e se  

tra d itio n s  r e fe r  to "a sa g a  h ero  who b elon ged  to  th e  m ix e d  G a e lic  and 

B r it is h  d is tr ic t  o f  G allow ay.

T h is  th eo ry  g o e s  a long way tow ard s ex p la in in g  the



d is t in c t iv e n e ss  of th e N orth ern  G aw ain r o m a n c e s  and r e la te s  it to  the  

h is to r ic a l  u n iq u en ess  of th e N orth. T he p ro b lem , h o w ev er , i s  the  

a b se n c e  of any co n cre te  supporting  m a te r ia l. One m igh t sk e p tic a lly  

in q u ire  if fou rteen th  cen tu ry  ro m a n ces  r e f le c t  m e m o r ie s  of leg en d s  

of the n orth ern  C e ltic  k ingdom s. E ven  one of the propon en ts of th is  

app roach  b e lie v e s  that F ren ch  s o u r c e s  fo r  the E n g lish  L oath ely  Lady  

r o m a n c e s  a r e  m o re  lik e ly  than d ir e c t tr a n s m is s io n . F o r , L o o m is  

and o th ers  h ave d em on stra ted  co n v in c in g ly  that the route o f the  

A rth u rian  leg en d  i s  fro m  W ales to  B r itta n y  to  F r a n c e  and only then  

back to  E ngland. T h ere  i s  l it t le  hard  ev id en ce  fo r  any in su la r  tr a n s ­

m is s io n  of A rth u rian  m a te r ia l from  W elsh  to  E n g lish .

F u rth erm o re , th is  th eo ry , ev en  if  it  w e re  v a lid , w ould only  

p a r tia lly  ex p la in  the d is t in c t iv e n e ss  o f N orth ern  ro m a n ce . It d o es  not 

ex p la in  at a ll  the s e n s  of th e se  w o r k s , th e ir  fo cu s  on p ro b lem s o f  

lo y a lity , or the r e la t io n sh ip  b etw een  b aron  and k ing, or the p a r ticu la r  

concep t of ch iv a lry  that is  e x p r e s se d . N or w ould it help  u s  to  u n d er­

stand why non-G aw ain  w o rk s, w hose s o u r c e s  a r e  w e ll known, r e f le c t  

the sa m e  outlook a s  do the ro m a n ces  c e leb ra tin g  the nephew  of A rthur

The a n sw er  to  th e se  p ro b lem s m u st be found in stea d  in  the  

con tem p orary  h is to r y  and so c ie ty  o f the r eg io n . T he m o st  d eta iled  

in v estig a tio n  a lon g  th e se  l in e s  h a s b een  m ad e by J . R. H ulbert, who  

attem p ted  to connect the A llite r a t iv e  R ev iv a l w ith  the b a ro n ia l opp o­

s it io n  to  the th ron e during the fou rteen th  cen tu ry . ^  T h is  op p osition , 

le d  by W estern  m a g n a tes, sought to  fo s te r  a sch o o l of l ite r a tu r e  m o re
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tr u ly  E n g lish  than that p rev a ilin g  in  London. The form  that d evelop ed  

w as a ll ite r a t iv e  v e r s e  w hich w as not a form  of p o lit ic a l propaganda, 

but ra th er  an e x p r e s s io n  of an independent, E n g lish  cu ltu re . A lthough  

the s o c ia l  p o e try , w ith  the p o s s ib le  ex cep tion  of W inn ere and W a sto u re , 

i s  not s p e c if ic a l ly  b a ro n ia l, ro m a n c e s  lik e  the A w ntyrs and S ir  G awain  

and the G reen  Knight a r e  c le a r ly  b a ro n ia l and " p erfect for  read in g  at 

g rea t en ter ta in m en t. " O ther ro m a n ces  "deal in  a d ign ified  m an n er  

w ith kn ightly  a c tio n s  and c h iv a lr ic  c h a r a c te r s . " The r e a so n  for  the  

ap p earan ce o f so  m uch A rthurian  m a te r ia l is  that the b aro n s had an 

in te r e s t  in  the old  na tion a l leg en d s  and a s so c ia te d  th e m se lv e s  w ith  

A rthur. The M o r tim e r s , for ex am p le , h eld  round ta b le s .

The m eth od  of H u lb ert's  in v e stig a tio n  i s  v a lid  and h is  

in s ig h ts  into the b a ro n ia l q u ality  o f a llite r a t iv e  ro m a n ce  a r e  sound. 

H ow ever, th ere  a re  too  m any fla w s  in h is  ev id en ce  to  m ak e h is  h yp o­

th e s is  a c ce p ta b le . A s he h im se lf  p o in ts  out, the d ia lec t  o f  the r o ­

m a n c e s  i s  too  n orth ern  fo r  th e w e s te r n  reg io n s  that he a s s o c ia te s  w ith  

the r e v iv a l. A lso , by con cen tra tin g  on a ll ite r a t iv e  v e r s e ,  he fa i l s  to  

d eal w ith  the b a ro n ia l q u a lit ie s  of the N orth ern  ta il-r h y m e  sch o o l.

But the g r e a te s t  w e a k n e ss  in h is  argu m en t is  h is  a s so c ia t io n  o f the 

b eg in n in gs of the a l l ite r a t iv e  sch o o l w ith  b aron ia l o p p osition  to  the  

th ron e. T he fa c t i s  that the grow th of the tra d itio n  during the m id d le  

of the fou rteen th  cen tu ry  c o in c id es  w ith a p er iod  o f h arm o n io u s r e ­

la tio n s  b etw een  the C row n and the n ob ility .

M ore r e c e n tly , E liza b eth  S a lter  h a s a ttem p ted  to  link
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a ll ite r a t iv e  ro m an ce  w ith the m a in  s tr e a m  of M iddle E n g lish  l i t e r ­

a tu re . She s e e s  the e a r ly  flo w er in g  o f the tra d itio n  a s  a s ig n  o f the  

" o p tim ism , e n e rg y  and s tro n g ly  p a tr io t ic  sp ir it  o f the p e r io d , " and 

c o n s id e r s  the h e r o ic  sp ir it  of W estern  a ll ite r a t iv e  v e r s e  to  be a p r o ­

duct of the p o e ts ' s o u r c e s , not o f the A n g lo -S axon  h e r o ic  tr a d it io n s .

She c la im s  that the s o c ia l  and cu ltu ra l en v iron m en t of th e  a llite r a t iv e  

ro m a n c e s  w as not m u ch  d ifferen t fro m  that in  w hich  T r e v is a  w orked. 

M rs. S a lter  fu rth er  th e o r iz e s  that C haucer and the G aw ain p oet m ay  

have b een  w ritin g  for p atron s of s im ila r  ta s te s  and e x p e r ie n c e s  and 

that " L an ca str ia n  a ff ilia tio n  m ay  o v e r r id e , though n e v e r  ig n o re , 

d if fe r e n c e s  of lan gu age, d ia lec t and g eo g ra p h ica l se tt in g . "

M rs. S a lte r 's  w ork i s  c er ta in ly  a u se fu l c o r r e c t iv e  to  

H u lb ert's  th e s is  and e s p e c ia lly  va lu ab le  is  h er  p e r ce p tio n  that the  

p r o v in c ia l b aron s w ere  by no m ea n s  a lw a y s h o s t ile  to  th e th ron e. H er  

study of the b eg in n in gs of the a llite r a t iv e  sch o o l m a k es  a good deal of 

s e n s e . H o w ev er , co n cern ed  a s  she i s  p r im a r ily  w ith  m e tr ic a l  fo rm , 

she d o es  not ad eq u ately  d istin g u ish  r eg io n a l v a r ia tio n s . W estern  and 

Southern a ll ite r a t iv e  p o e try  w as ind eed  produ ced  in  an a r e a  that w as  

not p ro v in c ia l and that r e se m b le d  the am b ien ce  o f T r e v is a . But we 

have a lrea d y  s e e n  what T r e v isa  thought of N o r th ern  cu ltu re  and  

lan gu age. T h e r e fo r e , h ow ever va lid  h e r  r e m a r k s  a re  on W estern  

a llit e r a t iv e  v e r s e ,  th ey  a r e  not re lev a n t to , and do not ex p la in  N orth ern  

a ll ite r a t iv e  and ta il-r h y m e  rom an ce . F u r th e rm o re , h e r  th eo ry  of the 

con n ection  b etw een  the L a n ca str ia n  h ou se  and the G aw ain poet r e s t s
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on M clv o r 's  lo c a liz a tio n  of the poem  on the b ord er  o f S ta ffo rd sh ire  -

17
C h esh ire , a lo ca tio n  not a ccep ted  by a ll  s c h o la r s . F in a lly , her  

cla im  that the "N orthern c le r k s  tr a n s la te d  and p a rap h rased . . . so m e of 

the m o st fam ou s F ren ch  and L atin  w ork s o f the age" g iv e s  too  lit t le  

c red it , a s  w e sh a ll s e e ,  to th e  o r ig in a lity  o f  the N orth ern  r o m a n c e rs .

T he m o st d ir e c t study of N orth ern  rom an ce h a s b een  w r itten  

by D erek  P e a r s a l l ,  who fo c u s e s  on the develop m en t of the N orth ern  

ta il-r h y m e  tra d itio n . ^  H is  a w a r en ess  of the so p h is tica tio n  of the  

n o n -a llite r a tiv e  p o etry  of the a r ea  i s  an im p ortan t contribu tion  to  the 

concept of a N orthern  sch o o l of rom an ce  that i s  to  be d evelop ed  h e r e . 

Y et, although h is  a n a ly s is  i s  cogent and h is  d is c u s s io n  of the r e a lism  

of N orth ern  ro m an ce  p a r tic u la r ly  va lu a b le , he m a k es  no attem p t to  

d is c u s s  the r e a so n s  for  th is  d is t in c t iv e n e ss  in  h is  g e n e ra l su rv ey  of 

M iddle E n g lish  ro m a n ce . A ls o , d esp ite  h is  d is sa t is fa c t io n  w ith the 

conven tion al c la s s if ic a t io n  o f M iddle E n g lish  ro m a n ce , he s t i l l  d e ­

pends too  h e a v ily  on m e tr ic a l  c r ite r ia  s in c e  he ig n o r e s  the s im ila r it ie s  

betw een  a ll ite r a t iv e  and n o n -a llite r a t iv e  w o rk s.

But one of the e a r ly  tw entieth  cen tu ry  c r it ic s  o f M iddle  

E n g lish  lite r a tu r e  c le a r ly  d isc e r n e d  the q u a lit ie s  of N orthern  rom an ce . 

A ccord in g  to  Edith R ick ert, "the N orth  country  had i t s  own fa sh io n , a s  

d ifferen t a s  p o ss ib le  from  the la r g e r  group. {jDf ro m a n c e s] ” 19 She 

n o tes  that the p o em s of the N orth "are u su a lly  g r im  and m a r tia l in  

ton e, show ing a p p rec ia tion  o f the w ild e r  a s p e c ts  of n atu re. . . th ey  a re  

u su a lly  un conven tional and u n exp ected  in  n a rra tiv e . " P r o fe s s o r
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R ick er t a ls o  n ea tly  c o n tr a s ts  the o r ig in a lity  and p o e tic  m e r it  of the 

N orth ern  w r ite r s  w ith the com m on p lace  hackw ork of the n o n -N o rth ern  

m in s t r e ls .

Both P e a r s a l l  and R ick er t, although p e r ce iv in g  the u n iq u en ess  

o f N orth ern  ro m a n ce , o ffer  no r e a s o n s  for it. R ecen tly , D ie te r  M ehl, 

who a g r e e s  that N orth ern  rom an ce  fo c u s e s  on c o u r te sy  and ch iv a lry , 

h a s  su g g e ste d  that th e se  q u a lit ie s  are  the product of the is o la t io n  of 

th e N orth  "w here a s tr ic t ly  feudal form  of s o c ie ty  su rv iv ed  lo n g er  than  

in  the South and c er ta in  co u rtly  and popular tra d itio n s  w e re  kept 

a l iv e . "

R ic k e r t 's  su g g e st io n s  fo rm  a b a s is  fo r  fu rth er  in v e stig a tio n , 

fo r  n e ith er  sh e  nor M ehl attem pt to  d efin e p r e c is e ly  what m a k e s  up the 

N o rth ern  outlook. S im ila r ly , M ehl d oes not attem p t to  r e la te  th e se  

q u a lit ie s  to  the s p e c if ic  nature of N orth ern  fe u d a lism . Y et ju st such a 

study w as s u c c e s s fu lly  m ade by T rou n ce fo r  the E a st M idlands ta i l -  

rh ym e r o m a n c e s . in  h is  study o f the s o c ie ty , the a u d ien ce , and 

the l it e r a r y  con v en tio n s o f the E a st M idlands sch o o l, T rou nce w a s able  

to  r e la te  the p ie ty  and popular tone of the ro m a n ces  to  the b o u rg eo is  

in t e r e s t s  of th e ir  a u d ien ce  and he could thus account for  the outlook of 

th e p o e ts  o f that tra d itio n . In th is  study I sh a ll borrow  p art o f  h is  

m eth od  and a ttem p t to  d efine the con ven tion s o f the N o rth ern  ro m a n c e s  

and to  d eterm in e  how  th ey  w ere  a ffec ted  by the in te r e s t s  o f  th e ir  

b a ro n ia l au d ien ce .

B ec a u se  o f the d is t in c t iv e n e ss  o f N orth ern  h is to r y  and
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cu ltu re  w e m u st ex a m in e  th is  su b ject w ithout seek in g  to  r e la te  sp e ­

c if ic  ev en ts  to  the s p e c if ic  r o m a n c e s , or  sp e c if ic  h is to r ic a l f ig u r e s  to  

th e p a tron s of the ro m a n ce  w r ite r s .  ^2 T h ere  m a y  be so m e  m e r it  to  

the su g g estio n  of H ulbert, secon d ed  by S a lter , that r e fe r e n c e s  to  

e s t a te s ,  r e t in u e s , accou n t books and b eq u ests  o f the h ig h er  n o b ility  

should be stu d ied  in  the hope of finding ev id en ce  for patron age. But 

w e m u st a ls o  co n s id er  H o lzk n ech t's  o b serv a tio n  that th ere  is  only  

fra g m en ta ry  ev id en ce  fo r  patron age in  north and n orth w est M iddle  

E n g lish  lite r a tu r e . ^

In stead , it w ill  be m o re  fru itfu l to  co n cen tra te  on th e g en era l  

h is to r y  of the reg io n , to  define m o re  p r e c is e ly  i t s  h is to r ic  u n iq u en ess  

in  both the cu ltu ra l and p o lit ic a l r e a lm s . T o a c co m p lish  th is  we m u st  

ex a m in e  not on ly  the co n tem p orary  h is to r y  of the a r e a  a s  e x p r e s s e d  in  

c h r o n ic le s  and h is to r ic a l lite r a tu r e  but a ls o  m od ern  s tu d ies  o f the  

reg io n . Both a s p e c ts  o f the in v e stig a tio n  p r e se n t som e d if f ic u lt ie s .  

E n g lish  M ed ieva l h is to r y  h as until quite r ec e n tly , b een  dom inated  by  

the In s t itu tio n a lis ts  who fo cu sed  on the o r ig in s  of E n g lish  in stitu tio n s  

in the m ed ie v a l p a s t. Such a v iew point i s  not condu cive to  reg io n a l  

h is to r y , a su b ject to o  often  ign ored  by m od ern  h is to r ia n s , The 

V ic to r ia  County H is to r ie s  a r e  in valu ab le  r e c o r d s  of reg io n a l h is to r y , 

but th ey  a r e  r e c o r d s , not s tu d ie s , and o ffer  n e ith er  Sou th ern 's in s ig h ts  

in to the id e a ls  and a ttitu d es of g rea t p e r so n a lit ie s  o f an  epoch , nor  

M arc B lo c h 's  broad app roach  in to  the p attern  of a w hole s o c ie ty . 24 

D ifferen t but even  m o r e  d ifficu lt p ro b lem s e x is t  w ith the
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con tem p o ra ry  s o u r c e s . T hey  too  a r e , for  the m o st  p art, r e c o r d s  

ra th er  than s tu d ie s , and behind th e ir  dry r e c ita l o f e v en ts  w e can only  

d im ly  p e r c e iv e  th e nature of N orth ern  s o c ie ty  and the id e a ls  of its  

a r is to c r a c y . T he h is to r ic a l  lite r a tu r e , such  a s  s u r v iv e s , is  a far  

b e tter  in d ica tion  of th e se  id e a ls  and we sh a ll r e ly  upon it h ea v ily .

My m a in  ta sk  w ill  be to  d eterm in e  the d is tin c tiv e  s tru c tu re  of 

N orth ern  B a ro n ia l so c ie ty  and to  c lo s e ly  define the id e a ls  of the  

N orthern  M agn ates. I w ill  not be co n cern ed  with the ex ten t to  w hich  

N orth ern  ro m a n ce  i l lu s t r a te s  th e r e a l i s t ic  a sp e c ts  o f i t s  s o c ie ty , e x ­

cept a s  it r e la te s  to  th e se  id e a ls . The w ork of V anvoort and G ist  

cer ta in ly  im p ro v e s  our know ledge o f the h a rsh  r e a l i t ie s  of the M ed ieva l

O R
w orld , but it d oes not sh ed  m uch ligh t on the r o m a n c e s  th e m s e lv e s .  

R ath er , w e sh a ll attem p t to  d isc e r n  the p a r ticu la r  c h iv a lr ic  v a lu e s  of 

the N orth ern  b aro n s and s e e  how th e se  id e a ls  a r e  r e f le c te d , or p e r ­

hap s g e n e ra ted , in  the lite r a tu r e  of the reg io n .

My in v e s tig a tio n  of the lite r a tu r e  of the N orth  sh a ll fo cu s  

p r im a r ily  on A rth u rian  r o m a n ce , w hich  r e p r e s e n ts  by far the m o s t  

n u m erou s and b e s t  e x a m p le s  of N orthern  c h iv a lr ic  l ite r a tu r e . My 

study w ill  not be confined  to  the lite r a tu r e  of the p u re ly  N orth ern  

d ia le c t , fo r  N orth  M idlands, e s p e c ia l ly  N orth w est M id lan ds, w as  

spoken in  an a r e a  that cu ltu ra lly  and p o lit ic a lly  b e lon ged  to  the N orth .

We a r e , h o w ev er , faced  w ith a m o r e  d ifficu lt p ro b lem  in  that our 

su rv iv in g  ro m a n ces  a re  not a ll in th e ir  o r ig in a l d ia le c t . T hus,

G awain and the C arl of C a r lis le  h a s  not su rv iv ed  in a s p e c if ic a l ly
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N o rth ern  fo rm , but from  its  lo c a l is m s  it i s  c le a r ly  id en tifia b le  a s  a 

N orth ern  w ork. S im ila r ly , T he W eddynge o f S ir  G awain i s  w r itten  in  

an E a st M idlands d ia lec t, but i s  g e n e r a lly  co n s id ered  a ls o  to  be a 

N orth ern  w ork. The A llite r a t iv e  M orte A rth u re h as g en era ted  a g rea t  

deal of c o n tr o v e rsy  about i t s  o r ig in a l d ia lec t , but s c h o la r s  a r e  g e n e r ­

a lly  a g r ee d  that our su rv iv in g  MS. is  badly  corru p ted . ^

W e sh a ll a lso  co n cern  o u r s e lv e s  w ith  S co ttish  c h iv a lr ic , a s  

op p osed  to  co u rtly , l ite r a tu r e . A lthough th ere  w ere  d ia lec t d if fe r e n c e s  

a fter  1400, the outlook  of the N orth  w as not confined to  the E n g lish  s id e  

of th e b o r d e r , but w as sh a red  by both E n g lish  and S c o ts . A s w e sh a ll 

s e e ,  th e qu ality  o f N o r th e r n e ss  tra n scen d ed  national b o u n d a r ies. I 

sh a ll attem p t to  e s ta b lish  a corp u s of A rth u rian  ro m a n ce  w r itten  in  the  

a rea  that sh a r e s  th e N orthern  d is t in c t iv e n e s s  and outlook.

T h is  study w ill  b eg in  w ith  a h is to r ic a l  su r v ey  of th e  N orth , 

fo cu s in g  on the fou rteen th  and fifteen th  c e n tu r ie s , fo r  it w as during  

th is  t im e  that the N orth , a s  a r e s u lt  o f th e  b ord er  h o s t i l i t ie s  fo llow in g  

S co tla n d 's  w ar of in d ep en d en ce, b eca m e ev en  m o r e  iso la te d  fro m  the  

r e s t  of B rita in . C on tem p orary  w ith  th is  sp e c ia l h is to r ic a l  s itu a tio n  i s  

the p rod u ction  o f A rth u rian  ro m a n ce . F o r  the study of th is  h is to r y  I 

sh a ll e x te n s iv e ly  u se  the County h is to r ie s ,  fa m ily  h is to r ie s  and w hat­

e v e r  lo c a l h is to r ic a l  s tu d ie s  have b een  m ad e of the reg io n .

I sh a ll th en  c o n s id e r  th o se  con tem p o ra ry  h is to r ic a l  so u r c e s  

that w ill  fu rth er  our un derstan d in g  of N orth ern  s o c ie ty . G ra y 's  

S ca la ch ro n ico n  i s  one of the few  c h r o n ic le s  o f the reg io n  to  o ffer  m uch
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in s ig h t. E ven  m o r e  va lu ab le  a re  the p a s s a g e s  co n cern in g  the N orth  

in  F r o is s a r t ,  for  he i s  one o f few  m e d ie v a l h is to r ia n s  to g iv e  a p ic tu re  

o f the s o c ie ty , not m e r e ly  the ev en ts , of the day, and h is  in te r e s t  in  

ch iv a lry  w ill h elp  u s  to understand  th e kn ightly  id e a ls  o f the reg io n .

Of im m en se  v a lu e  i s  B a rb o u r 's  B ru ce , w hich  i s  both a h is to r ic a l  d ocu ­

m en t and a c h iv a lr ic  ro m a n ce  and thus p r o v id e s  u s w ith a n e c e s s a r y  

lin k  b etw een  the lite r a tu r e  and the h is to r y  o f the a rea . We sh a ll a ls o  

exam in e  th e la te r  w ork , B lin d  H a rry 's  W a lla ce , and the tw o b a lla d s  

d ea lin g  w ith th e b a ttle  of O tterburn .

B e fo re  stud ying th e A rthurian  r o m a n c e s  o f the r eg io n , I 

sh a ll co n s id er  the th re e  C aro lin g ian  r o m a n c e s  co m p o sed  in  the N orth . 

A lthough th ey  a r e  im p ortant in th e ir  own r ig h t, and r e f le c t  the N orth ern  

outlook , th e ir  p r im a r y  fu n ction  fo r  u s i s  to  s e r v e  a s  a link to the  

lite r a tu r e  that i s  m o st an a logou s in  i t s  point of v iew  to N orth ern  r o ­

m a n ce: the F ren ch  E p ic  of R ev o lt, or  the B a ro n s' C y c le . M any c r it ic s  

have o b serv ed  that the C hanson de G este  sen tim en t that i s  at the b a s is  

of the F ren ch  C aro lin g ian  ro m a n ces  i s  a ls o  an e lem en t in  N orth ern  

c h iv a lr ic  lite r a tu r e . The rea p p ea ra n ce  of such  an e a r ly  s e n s ib ility  in  

ro m a n ce  of the la te  M iddle A g e s  p o s e s  an in te r e s t in g  p ro b lem .

W ithin the A rthu rian  ro m a n ces  of the N orth one group in  p a r ­

t ic u la r  stan d s out, th e ro m a n ces  that m ak e G awain th e ir  cen tra l ch a ra c ­

te r . T h e se  G aw ain te x ts  a r e  d is tin c tiv e  to N orth ern  ro m a n ce , fo r , 

a cco rd in g  to p r e v a ilin g  c r it ic a l opin ion , G awain w as a h ero  of e a r ly  

A rth u rian  lite r a tu r e  who su ffered  a d ec lin e  in  h is  rep u tation  beginning
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w ith the G ra il r o m a n c e s  and who b eca m e p r o g r e s s iv e ly  d eg en era te  in  

la te r  A rthurian  w o rk s. ^  T h u s, the ap p earan ce o f a group of la te  

r o m a n c e s  that c e le b r a te  G aw ain h a s b eco m e a p u zz lin g  q u estio n  for  

M iddle E n g lish  s c h o la r s . In the co u rse  of th is  study of the N o rth ern  

G aw ain r o m a n c e s , I sh a ll attem pt to find the r e a s o n s  for  th is  Gawain  

r e v iv a l in  the outlook of the N orth ern  r o m a n c e rs  and the v a lu e s  of 

N o rth ern  s o c ie ty .

The oth er A rthurian  p ie c e s  can not be so  e a s i ly  c la s s if ie d ,  

ex cep t that th re e  of them  a re  adap tations of extant con tin en ta l w ork s  

and thus a fford  u s  the opportunity to  exam in e  the e ffe c ts  of the N o rth ­

ern  fra m e  of m ind on the w orks of n o n -N orth ern  E n g lish  r o m a n c e r s .

S ir  P e r c y v e lle  o f G a les  i s  im m e n se ly  va lu ab le  for its  in fo rm a tio n  

about the b eg in n in gs of the N orth ern  tra d itio n , and S ir  D egrevan t, a l ­

though on ly n o m in a lly  an A rthurian  w ork , is  p ertin en t b e c a u se  of 

r e a l i s t ic  p o r tra y a l of th e p ro v in c ia l b aron s of the N orth .

A  sp e c ia l co n cern  of th is  study w ill be the p r e se n ta tio n  of 

A rthur and the p o e ts ' a ttitu d es  tow ard s h im . Of p a r ticu la r  u se fu ln e s s  

in  studying the c h a ra c ter  o f A rthur in N orth ern  ro m a n ce  a r e  the two 

w ork s in  w hich  he i s  the cen tra l c h a r a c ter , the S tan za ic  M orte A rthur, 

and the A llite r a t iv e  M orte A rth u re . M any c r it ic s  have see n , in  the 

freq u en tly  h o s t ile  p o r tr a its  o f  the K ing, an e x p r e s s io n  of the fe a r s  and

o n
a n ta g o n ism s of th e  N orth ern  m a g n a tes  tow ard s th e  th ron e. A rthur, 

a s  the em b od im en t of th e  m on arch y , d oes r e f le c t  the h is to r ic a l  a t t i­

tu d es of the N orth to w ard s the k in gs of both England and Scotlan d , but



24

th e se  a ttitu d es are  by  no m ea n s  s im p le , nor i s  the ch a ra cter  of 

A rthur m o n o lith ic . R ath er, the am b iva len t a ttitu d es of the N orth  

to w ard s the m on arch y  a re  r e f le c te d  p r e c is e ly  in the am b iva len t a t t i­

tu d es o f the N orth ern  p o e ts  tow ard s the leg en d a ry  B r it ish  king.

In the c o u r se  o f th is  study of th e  N orth ern  A rth u rian  r o ­

m a n c e s  I sh a ll be a ttem p tin g  to a ch iev e  s e v e r a l  g o a ls . I w ill  f ir s t  

defin e the d is t in c t iv e n e s s  of N orth ern  rom an ce  and show  how it d iffe r s  

both in  i t s  s e n s  and its  r h e to r ic  fro m  co n tem p orary  r o m a n c e s  w r itten  

in  o th er  a r e a s  o f B r ita in . M ere ly  to  sa y  that N orth ern  rom an ce  is  

c h iv a lr ic , d e sc r ip t iv e , w e ll-s tr u c tu r e d  and r e a l i s t ic  i s  to sp eak  only  

in  vague g e n e r a lit ie s ;  m y  co n cern , in stea d , w ill  be to  d e ta il c lo s e ly  

the c h iv a lr ic  v ir tu e s  o f the ro m a n ces  and to  f it  them  in to  th e g e n e ra l  

p attern  of E uropean  ch iv a lry .

A sp e c ts  o f s ty le  and s tr u c tu r e , although not our p r im a ry  

co n cern , a re  s ig n ifica n t in  e s ta b lish in g  the com m on tr a d it io n s  u n d er­

ly in g  N orth ern  c h iv a lr ic  lite r a tu r e . I sh a ll a lso  devote so m e  atten tion  

to  th e unity o f N o rth ern  ro m a n ce , fo r  th is  i s  one of it s  m o s t  c h a r a c ­

t e r is t ic  q u a lit ie s  and w e sh a ll p a r tic u la r ly  look  fo r  su ch  p a r a lle ls  in  

unifying techn iq ue that w ould argu e fo r  the e x is te n c e  of a sch o o l o f 

p o e ts .

H aving defin ed  the sp e c ia l q u a lit ie s  of N orth ern  ro m a n ce , I 

sh a ll a ls o  in v e s tig a te  the extent to  w hich  th e se  q u a lit ie s  a r e  sh a red  by 

the ro m an ce  w r ite r s .  N orth ern  A rth u rian  ro m a n ces  w ere  w r itten  

o v e r  a p er io d  o f so m e  130 y e a r s  and p art o f the ta sk  w ill be to
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d eterm in e  the d u rab ility  o f such  com m on con ven tion s a s  w e a r e  able  

to  d isc e r n . A ls o , if  the th eo ry  o f N orth ern  h o m o g en eity  i s  to  be 

a ccep ted , I sh a ll have to d em o n stra te  that th e se  con ven tion s w ere  

u sed  throughout the N orth . But along w ith the s im ila r i t ie s  in  the 

w ork s o f the N o rth ern  r o m a n c e r s , I m u st a ls o  accou nt for the m ark ed  

o r ig in a lity  and in d iv id u a lity  of th e se  p o e ts .

My m a in  p u rp o se , h o w ev er , i s  to r e la te  th ese  sp e c ia l  

q u a lit ie s  of N orth ern  ro m a n ce  to  the sp e c ia l h is to r ic a l  s itu a tio n  of the  

N orth  in  the fou rteen th  and fifteen th  c en tu r ie s . I sh a ll a ls o  tr y  to  d e ­

fin e  the im p act o f the topography o f the reg io n  and of N orth ern  t r a ­

d itio n s that p red a te  the feu d al r e v iv a l of the la te  M iddle A g e s .

T he q u estio n  of the nature of G awain and th e r e a s o n s  fo r  h is  

p r e -e m in e n c e  at th is  la te  date can be, p erh a p s, a n sw ered  in  an in v e s t i ­

gation  o f the N orth ern  id e a ls  that G awain c o m e s  to em body. At the 

sam e tim e  I hope to  put to  r e s t  the notion  that G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  i s ,  

in a l l  l i t e r a tu r e s , lin k ed  w ith h is  a m o r o u sn e ss , or that the tra d itio n  

of G aw ain in  th e N orth  is  b a sed  on the G aw ain of the c h r o n ic le s .  

F u rth erm o re , by studying the p o r tra y a l o f the ch a ra cter  in  con tem p o­

r a r y  w o rk s, I hope to sh ed  so m e  ligh t on the co m p lex  nature of the 

p ro ta g o n ist of G aw ain and th e G reen  K night.

The un derstand ing of the N orth  and it s  l ite r a tu r e s  w ill  be  

fu rth ered  by an a p p rec ia tio n  of p a r a lle l s o c ie t ie s  and l it e r a tu r e s .

S in ce the N orth , during the p er iod  under stud y, r e tr e a te d  into an  

e a r l ie r  form  of govern m en t, it  i s  fr u it le s s  to  se a r c h  fo r  a n a lo g ie s  in
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con tem p o ra ry  s o c ie t ie s .  Instead , I sh a ll look to  the continent and to  

e r a s  w hen b aron s w ie ld ed  pow er com p arab le  to  th e p r e r o g a t iv e s  of the 

N o rth ern  m a g n a te s , and to  c h iv a lr ic  l it e r a tu r e s  that fo cu sed  on the 

id e a ls  of the b a tt le f ie ld , not of the bou doir or the c lo is te r .

If I su c c e e d  in  id en tify in g  and e s ta b lish in g  the e x is te n c e  of a 

d is tin c t group of N orth ern  p o e ts  then I sh a ll attem pt to  d e term in e  the  

h is to r y  of th is  sch o o l. A lthough the r em a in s  a re  sca n ty , I sh a ll at 

le a s t  be ab le  to  e s ta b lis h  te r m in i a quo et ad quern for the e x p r e s s io n  

of the N orth ern  ro m a n ce  e x p e r ie n c e . I sh a ll a ls o  attem p t to d is c o v e r  

if  th ere  i s  a cen tra l p er io d  of c r e a tiv ity , a flo w er in g , a s  it  w e r e , and, 

a s  a lw a y s , tr y  to  r e la te  th is  p rod u ctive  p er iod  to  the h is to r y  of the  

reg io n .

Not a ll  o f the r o m a n c e s  of the N orth  are  A rth u rian  o r  

C aro lin g ian . T h ere  a r e  independent w ork s lik e  E g e r  and G r im e , 30 

and th ere  a r e  s e v e r a l  w ork s in  the M atter of R om e, inclu d in g  som e  

A lex a n d er  te x ts  and a T roy  ro m a n ce . But b e c a u se  th e se  la tte r  w ork s  

a r e  m o r e  E uropean  than E n g lish  in  c h a r a c ter , th ey  are not l ik e ly  to  

enhance our p ic tu re  of the lo c a l tr a d it io n s  o f the N orth o f E ngland. 

B e s id e s ,  th e ir  l i t e r a r y  va lu e  i s  not a s  h igh  a s  the b est o f the A rthu rian  

w o r k s, and th ey  have r a ise d  no co m p lex  p r o b le m s of sch o la rsh ip  and 

c r it ic is m . T h is  study w ill  fo cu s  in stea d  on the c h a r a c te r is t ic  r o ­

m a n ce  v o ic e  of the N orth , w hich  sang m o st  fo r c e fu lly  o f  the M atter of 

B rita in .

The l ite r a r y  p rod u ction s of the N orth  a r e  by  no m e a n s
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lands w as a cen ter  of dram a p ro d u ctio n s. M any of the g rea t M y stery  

p la y s w ere  w r itten  at W akefield  in  the South R iding of Y o r k sh ir e , or  

at C h e ster . In p a r ts  of the N orth  an u rb an iza tion  had s e t  in , and 

gu ild s  w e r e  p ow erfu l enough to  m ount e la b o ra te  s ta g e  p rod u ction s.

But th e se  w o rk s  a re  not con n ected  w ith the r o m a n c e s  and show  lit t le  

in te r e s t  in  the id e a ls  o f ch iv a lry . M o reo v er , the au d ien ce  w a s by no 

m ea n s b a ro n ia l, and th e  p la y s  o f th e N orth  a r e  not im m ed ia te ly  d is ­

tin g u ish a b le  from  the m y s te r y  c y c le s  o f o th er  r e g io n s  o f  B r ita in . It 

w as th e  a r is to c r a c y  and th e ir  r e ta in e r s  who w e re  m o st  a ffec ted  by  

the s e p a r a t is t  te n d e n c ie s  of the N orth , and who w ere  th e au d ien ce  and  

the p a tron s of the ro m a n ce  p o e ts . One m a y  p r e su m e  a co n sid era b ly  

m o re  co sm o p o lita n  cu ltu re  in the tow n s, but the in flu en ce  of town l if e  

on N orth ern  country s o c ie ty  w as m uch l e s s  than in o th er  p a r ts  of 

E ngland, p erh a p s b e c a u se  of the s m a ll  num ber and low  population  of 

the c i t ie s  in  the a r ea .

S im ila r ly , the g r e a t  r e lig io u s  w r itin g s  o f the N orth , such  a s  

th o se  of R ich ard  R o lle  of H am p ole, have no b ea r in g  on th is  study. A s  

w e sh a ll s e e ,  one of the d istin g u ish in g  q u a lit ie s  o f N orth ern  rom an ce  

i s  i t s  avo id an ce  of the sp ir itu a l a s p e c ts  of ch iv a lry . T h is  i s  not to  

sa y  that N orth ern  ro m a n ce  i s  la ck in g  in  p ie ty , or that profoundly  

C h ristia n  th e m e s  a r e  not e x p r e s s e d , but the w o rk s  th e m s e lv e s  exh ib it 

no tr a c e  o f N orth ern  m y s t ic is m , and the on ly  ro m an ce  that d e a ls  w ith  

a G ra il h e r o , S ir  P e r c y v e lle  of G a le s , i s  a ls o  the on ly  ro m a n ce  of
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P e r c e v a l that d o es  not contain  the s to ry  of G ra il.

The study w ill  a lso  be lim ite d  to  the ro m a n ces  o f the fo u r ­

teen th  and fifteen th  c e n tu r ie s . T h ere  a re  no N orthern  c h iv a lr ic  w ork s  

e a r l ie r  than th is  p er io d , and, although th ere  is  a co n s id era b le  body of 

r e g io n a l lite r a tu r e  a fte r  th is  t im e , it b e lo n g s to the b a lla d  trad ition  

ra th er  than to  the ro m a n ce . A  study could p ro fita b ly  be m ad e o f the  

r e la t io n sh ip s  b etw een  the tw o outstan din g n a rra tiv e  tr a d it io n s  of the 

N orth . H ow ever, su ch  a ta sk  i s  far  beyond the sco p e  o f th is  p r e se n t  

w ork , a lthough it i s  hoped that such  in s ig h ts  a s  a re  prod u ced  h e r e  

w ould p rove u se fu l in  su ch  an undertaking. I sh a ll b r ie f ly  n o te , how  

the N orthern  b a lla d s  r e f le c t  a d ifferen t sp ir it  from  th e r o m a n c e s  and  

how , although th ey  capture the d is t in c t iv e n e ss  o f the N orth ern  outlook, 

th ey  fa i l  to r e p r e se n t  the unique h is to r ic a l  condition  of the reg io n  in  

the 150 y e a r s  fo llow in g  the A n g lo -S c o ttish  w a r s .

T h is  in trod u ction  can be concluded  by sta tin g  a s  p la in ly  and  

b r ie f ly  a s  p o s s ib le  the c en tra l th e s is .  I sh a ll en d eavor to  d isc o v er  

the e ffe c t  on th e N orth ern  A rthurian  r o m a n c e s  o f the h is to r ic a l  s i t ­

uation  in  B r ita in , north  o f the H um ber and south  o f the T w eed , brought 

about by the ren ew a l o f h o s t i l i t ie s  b etw een  E ngland and Scotland . T h is  

s itu a tio n  w as fundam en ta lly  c h a r a c te r iz e d  by a retu rn  to  feu d a lism  

and an in te n s if ic a tio n  of the a g e -o ld  se p a r a t is t  te n d e n c ie s  of the a r ea . 

T h is  fe u d a lism , com bined  in  turn  w ith  the tra d itio n a l d is t in c t iv e n e s s  

o f the N orth, a cco u n ts  in  la r g e  m e a su r e  for  the d is tin c t iv e  th em es  o f 

N o rth ern  A rth urian  ro m a n ce , for  i t s  fo cu s  on c h iv a lr y  and for  the
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p r e -e m in e n c e  o f G awain. I a ls o  hope to  p rove  that the so c ie ty  o f the 

N orth  during th is  p er io d  r e se m b le d  in m an y  w ays the s o c ie ty  of the  

F ir s t  F eu d al p er io d , and, b eca u se  of th is  r e tr o g r e s s io n , i t s  c h iv a lr ic  

id e a ls  r e s e m b le  th o se  of an e a r l ie r  epoch . Thus the lite r a tu r e  that 

em b o d ie s  the id e a ls  of the N orth  h a s  m u ch  in  com m on  w ith  the l i t e r ­

a tu re  o f the f ir s t  feud al a g e , a s  e x p r e s s e d  in  C han sons de G e ste , and 

m o r e  p a r tic u la r ly  the B a ro n 's  C ycle  or the E p ic of R ev o lt.

The retu rn  of feu d a lism  a ls o  d eep ly  a ffec ted  the art of 

N o rth ern  c h iv a lr ic  lite r a tu r e . The e x is te n c e  o f a rea d y  group of 

p a tro n s  in  the N orth ern  m a g n a te s , w hich  m ean t the p r e se n c e  of an  

a r is to c r a t ic  au d ien ce , and the N o rth ern  lin g u is t ic  iso la t io n  a re  the  

tw o p r im a r y  c a u s e s  for  the h igh  a r t is t ic  le v e l s  and com m on  e s th e t ic  

tr a d it io n s  of N orth ern  rom a n ce .
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The h is to r y  of the north o f E ngland during m e d ie v a l t im e s  

r e f le c t s  the unique situ a tio n  of the a r ea . B e c a u se  of th e ir  iso la t io n  

from  the r e s t  of the country , the N orth ern  co u n ties  ev o lv ed  a f ie r c e ly  

lo c a l outlook  that le d  to a d is t in c t iv e  s o c ie ty  d iffer in g  fro m  the r e s t  of 

E ngland in  i t s  lo c a l is m , m il ita r is m , and c o n se r v a tism .

T h is  is o la t io n  w a s p a r tly  the r e s u lt  o f the geograp h y  of the  

land north of the H um ber r iv e r . * M uch of the r eg io n  i s  upland country  

and, during the M iddle A g e s , w as in fe s te d  w ith  w a ste la n d  and fe n s  that 

m ake it in a c c e s s ib le  from  the south . T hus the la w s , w r its  and a r m ie s  

from  th e cap ita l had g rea t d ifficu lty  in  rea ch in g  the r eg io n , and the  

p ow er and in flu en ce  of the th ron e w ere  r a r e ly  fe lt .

The econ om y of the r eg io n  a ls o  brought about iso la t io n  a s  w e ll 

a s  b a ck w a rd n ess. The m in e r a l r e s o u r c e s  that w ere  to m ak e the N orth  

a m an u factu rin g  cen te r  in the n in eteen th  cen tu ry  w e re  la r g e ly  untapped  

during the m e d ie v a l p er io d .  ̂ C on seq u en tly , the r e la t iv e ly  poor s o il  

and in c lem en t w eath er  le d  to a p a s to r a l econ om y and h in d ered  the  

grow th  of tra d e . Y ork , co n s id e re d  to  be th e  cap ita l of the N orth , w a s  

n e v e r th e le s s  a s m a ll  and un develop ed  tow n. The m a n o r ia l s y s te m ,  

w h ile  erod in g  e lse w h e r e  in  E ngland rem a in ed  p ow erfu l in  the N orth , 

and th e r e fo r e  the a r e a  m ad e a la te  tr a n s it io n  from  a land econ om y to  

a m on ey  econ om y.

Throughout the M iddle A g e s  one o f the m o s t  pow erfu l 

p r e s s u r e s  for iso la t io n  w a s  the lo c a l p o lit ic a l s itu a tio n . B o rd er in g  

on u su a lly  h o s t ile  S cotlan d , the N orth w as fo r c ed  to  r e ly  upon i t s e l f
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fo r  d e fen se  b e c a u se  of the d ifficu lty  o f support from  the cap ita l.  ̂ The 

n ea r ly  continual th rea t of B o rd er  w a r fa re , w h ich  la s te d  until the b attle  

of F lodden  in  1513, m ean t that the m a jo r  m ilita r y  p reoccu p ation  of the 

n orth ern  co u n ties  w a s lo c a l d e fen se , not support of the king in  fo re ig n  

w a rs or the p ro tec tio n  of the th ron e.

The p a ttern  of iso la t io n  and se p a r a te n e s s  a p p ea rs  in e a r ly  

A n g lo -S axon  t im e s . W hile the South w as under the in flu en ce  of the 

R om an church, the N orth  w as the cen ter  of I r ish  m is s io n a r y  a c tiv ity .

Not u n til the Synod of W hitby in  664 did N orthum bria  com e into the  

R om an cam p. T he f ir s t  p ow erfu l A n glo -S axon  m on arch y  ap p eared  in  

N orth u m b ria  and during th is  p er io d  o f r e la t iv e  s ta b ility  the f ir s t  

ex a m p les  of A n g lo -S axon  lite r a tu r e  and law  ap p eared . The lite r a tu r e  

and law  o f W e sse x  w e re  p a r tia lly  b ased  on th o se  of N orthum bria  and 

through the W e sse x  h egem on y  b eca m e  the com m on  tr a d it io n s  of 

E ngland, w ith the ex cep tio n  of the N orth w hich  clung to  it s  lo c a l,  

e a r l ie r ,  fo r m s . ^

The Scandinavian  in v a s io n s  o f the ninth cen tu ry  put an end to  

N orthum brian  c iv iliz a t io n  and r e in fo r ce d  the tren d  to w a rd s s e p a r a te ­

n e s s .  The D anelaw  reg io n  in clu d ed  m uch of th e N orth  and w as au tono­

m o u s until the m id d le  o f the tenth cen tury . ® It w a s, th e r e fo r e , a 

cen ter  for  the sp rea d in g  of Scandinavian in flu en ce  and w as a ls o  the 

r e a so n  for  the co n s id era b le  e lem en t o f O ld N o r se  in the syn tax  and 

le x ic o n  of N orth ern  M iddle E n g lish . J u stic e  too w as a ffec ted  by the  

S candinavian  in flux . The ju s t ic e  that w as in  fo r c e  north  o f the T ren t
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w as a m ix tu re  o f the old  N orthum brian  and the Scandinavian . The  

W e sse x  s y s te m , u sed  by the r e s t  o f the country , w as n ev er  adopted in  

the N orth .

D uring the W e sse x  h egem on y , the b o rd er  w ith  Scotland w as  

in contin ual flux; at one tim e  o r  an other  m o st of th e N orthern  co u n ties  

b elon ged  to  Scotland . ® It w as th is  sh iftin g  o f the b ord er  that p rov id ed  

the b a s is  for m an y  o f the c la im s  and c o u n terc la im s during the b ord er  

w a rfa re  o f the fou rteen th  and fifteen th  c e n tu r ie s . The m o v em en t of 

the b o rd er  a ls o  h e lp ed  to  c re a te  a h om ogen eou s s o c ie ty  in the m a r c h e s  

of E ngland and Scotlan d .  ̂ T h ere  w ere  few  cu ltu ra l d if fe r e n c e s  that 

could be tr a c e d  to  n a tio n a lity , s in c e  the b o rd er  co u n ties  n ev er  b e lon ged  

to  one kingdom  fo r  m o re  than a few  d e c a d e s . M o reo v er , the language  

spoken  on both s id e s  o f the b ord er w as id e n tic a l.

The is o la t io n  o f the N orth can be m e a su r e d  in part by the 

fa ilu r e  o f the D oom sd ay su r v ey  to  in clu de the four n o r th erm o st  

co u n ties  o f N orth u m b erlan d , W estm o re la n d , C um berland, and Durham.** 

A ctu a lly , C um berland w as f ir m ly  in  the hand of the S co ts  and did not 

b ecom e a p art of E ngland until W illiam  R ufus' cam paign  in  the N orth  

in 1092. ® T h o se  N orth ern  co u n ties  w hich  did fa ll  in to  the hands of 

W illiam  the C onqueror p rov id ed  the n u cleu s of r e s is ta n c e  a g a in st h im . 

T hey rep ea ted ly  r e b e lle d  a g a in st W illiam  un til h is  cam p aign s north of 

the T ren t m ad e the a r e a  a w aste lan d  fo r  the r e s t  o f the cen tu ry . T h is  

r eb e llio n  w as on ly  the f ir s t  of m any w hich  did not c e a s e  until the tim e  

of Q ueen E liza b eth .
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R eb e llio n  w a s not the only w o rry  of the e a r ly  N orm an  k in gs

in  th e ir  d ea lin g s  w ith the N orth . In sp ite  o f M a lco lm 's  h om age to

W illiam ., Scotland  rem a in ed  a p oten tia l en em y  and the b o rd er  w as too

fa r  from  London to  be s u c c e s s fu lly  defended by the K in g. A s he did

a lon g  the W elsh  b o r d e r s , W illiam  and h is  im m ed ia te  s u c c e s s o r s  gave

la r g e  h o ld in gs of land to  B a ro n s who w ould be r e sp o n s ib le  for defend ing

the b o rd er  a g a in st the S c o ts . I® In the c a se  of the n orth ern  m a r c h e s ,

h o w ev er , the is s u e  w a s co m p lica ted  by th e fa c t that the k in g 's  w rit

had n ev er  run in  N orth u m b ria  b efo re  the C onquest. H  D urham , for

ex a m p le , had a lw a y s  b een  a lib e r ty  w ith i t s  r o o ts  in the an cien t im -

1 9m u n ity  o f Saint C uthbert, and W illia m  had lit t le  r e c o u r s e  but to  s e t

it up a s  a P a la tin a te  in  w hich the B ish op  of D urham  had n e a r ly  a s  m an y

r ig h ts  a s  the K ing did in  the r e s t  of E ngland.

The e a r ly  b a ro n s o f the N orth  had to  have a g rea t d ea l of

d e term in a tio n  and co u ra g e , for  th ey  fa ced  the h o s t ili ty  o f th e ir  own

su b jec ts  a s  w e ll a s  a g g r e s s io n  fro m  Scotlan d . T he f ir s t  N orm an e a r l

of N orthum berland  w as s la in  in  1069 and the e a r ly  B ish o p s  of Durham

w ere  by no m e a n s  s e c u r e . In t im e , h o w ev er , th e p o w ers  of the

m a g n a tes  g rew  on both s id e s  o f th e b o rd er , fo r  the b o rd er  uplands of

Scotland  w ere  a ls o  b eco m in g  feudal during th is  e r a , p r im a r ily  under

1 *3the im p etu s o f M alco lm  and D avid. J T he stren g th  of the N orth ern  

m a g n a tes  can be s e e n  in th e ir  ju r id ic a l p o w e r s . E v ery  S co ttish  B aron  

had h is  ow n cou rt and the r igh t to  in f lic t  cap ita l p u n ish m en t or  m u ti­

la tio n , and th e se  p o w ers  w ere  sh a red  by m an y of h is  c o lle a g u e s
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a c r o s s  the b o rd er . B y  the end of the th ir teen th  cen tury  e v e r y  baron  

in  N orthum berland , C um berland, and W estm orelan d  had a g a llo w s  on

h is  h o ld in g s. F u rth er , he could retu rn  a ll  w r its  sa v e  for P le a s  o f the

1 ^C row n, w h ile  the Sh ire co u rts  had no ju r isd ic tio n  o v e r  the b a r o n ie s .

With the re ig n  of Stephen, the N orth  la p sed  into feudal 

an arch y  that w as a s  ch a o tic  a s  in any o th er  p art of the r ea lm . 

C um berland w as lo s t  to  the S co ts . A  S co ttish  in v a sio n  of the N orth

1 fiw as h a lted  by united N orth ern  b aron s at the battle  of Cowton M oor.

H enry II r e c o v e r e d  the lo s t  land s that Stephen had fa ile d  to  k eep , and

1 7he brought a m e a su r e  of p ea ce  and cen tra l au th ority  to the N orth .

T he v ig o r  of the e a r ly  P la n ta g en e ts  did m u ch  to  d e s tr o y  the old  l ib e r ­

t ie s  in  the N orth . T hey m ad e p ea ce  w ith  Scotland and s e t  out to  r eg a in  

th e p r e r o g a t iv e s  ceded  to  th e b aron s by th e ir  p r e d e c e s s o r s .  A s a 

r e s u lt  of th e ir  la b o r s , the P a la tin a te  of Durham  w as the only one of 

the e a r ly  N orm an  l ib e r t ie s  to  evade r o y a l co n tro l.

The grow th of r e g a l pow er w as m o re  a r e s u lt  of the fo r c e  of 

p e r so n a lity  o f the e a r ly  A n gev in s than a change in N orth ern  te m p e r a ­

m en t. The en d em ic  r e b e ll io u s n e s s  o f the reg io n  can be s e e n  by the  

p art it  p layed  in  the B a ro n s' W ar a g a in st John. T he ro le  of the  

N orth ern  m a g n a tes  w as s o  g rea t that the te r m  "N ortherner" b eca m e  

syn on ym ou s w ith  that o f r e b e l. The c a u s e s  of the w a rs  w ere  in part 

the a ttem p ts o f John to em u la te  h is  p r e d e c e s s o r s  and to  take o v er  the  

a d m in istra tio n  o f the N orth . P a r t of h is  sch em e  w as to  c la im  scu ta g e  

in s tea d  of m ilita r y  s e r v ic e  from  the N orth ern  B a ro n s. The la tter
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p r o te s ted  that th ey  had tra d itio n a lly  b een  exem p t from  o v e r s e a s  m i l i ­

ta ry  s e r v ic e  b eca u se  of th e ir  b ord er  s e r v ic e  and h en ce  w ere  not lia b le  

to pay scu ta g e . In the en su in g  s tru g g le  the N orth ern  b aron s p r o ­

v ided  m uch of the m ilita r y  stren g th  req u ired  to brin g  th e K ing to  th e ir  

te r m s , for  the e v er  p r e se n t d an gers of the b ord er  had led  them  to  

m a in ta in  la r g e  fo r c e s .

A lthough the N orth ern  b aron s had d isp la y ed  th e ir  so lid a r ity  

in 1215, th ey  took no d is tin c tiv e  p art in  the B a ro n s' W ar of 1265; 

so m e  jo in ed  the K ing, o th ers  Sim on de M ontfort. Som e of the r e a so n s  

for th is  change m ay  be due to  the fa c t that in the f ifty  y e a r  p er iod  b e ­

tw een  th e s e  tw o r e b e ll io n s  the N orth  had known a r a r e  p er io d  of 

tra n q u ility . The S co ttish  k ings of the p er io d  w e r e  stro n g  enough to  

contain  th e ir  own b a ron s, w h ile  th ey  th e m se lv e s  had no te r r ito r ia l  

a m b ition s a c r o s s  the b o rd er . ^  T h e re fo r e , the e la b o ra te  d e fe n se s  

and p r o te c tio n s  e s ta b lish e d  by  the N orth ern  b a ro n s began  to  ero d e , 

and the b aron s th e m s e lv e s  b ecam e m o re  in tim a te ly  in v o lv ed  with the 

p ro b lem s of th e kingdom  a s  a w h ole . C a r lis le  C a st le , the k eyston e  of 

the d e fen se  of th e  W estern  M arch, fe l l  in to d is r e p a ir , s p e c ia l b ord er  

la w s w ere  se t  up to  g o v ern  a ffa ir s  b etw een  the tw o n a tio n s , and the  

tra d itio n s  of the N orth  see m e d  to be fad ing aw ay.

The death of A lexan d er  le ft  the S co ttish  throne vacant, and 

E dw ard I soon  saw  h is  opportunity to c la im  it . T he d e ta ils  o f the 

S co ttish  w ar o f indep en dence have lit t le  to  do w ith N orth ern  l i t e r ­

a tu re , ex cep t that in R obert B ru ce  and W illiam  W allace  p o e ts  found
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su b jec ts  for c h iv a lr ic  ro m a n ce . But the w ar i t s e l f  r e v e a le d  m uch  

about the e s s e n t ia l  h om o g en eity  of the N orth . B ru ce  h im se lf  had held  

land on e ith e r  s id e  o f the b o rd er , a s  had m any of h is  b a ro n s , and he

op
had sw orn  fea lty  to Edw ard. It w as not until the o n se t o f the co n flic t  

that th e b aron s stopped  hold ing land s in both E ngland and Scotlan d . A s  

a r e su lt  of th is  sep a ra tio n  lin g u is t ic  d if fe r e n c e s  b etw een  L ow lands  

S co ts  and N orth ern  E n g lish  began to  app ear around 1400. ^

But the w a rs  a ls o  d em on stra ted  the a b sen ce  o f lo c a l d efen se  

in the N orth ern  co u n tie s , a condition  cau sed  by the fifty  y e a r s  o f p e a c e . 

T h e se  co u n ties  b ore  the brunt of the b o rd er  fo r a y s  of W a lla ce , B ru ce , 

and J a m e s  D ou glas. C um berland, W estm o re la n d , and N orthum berland  

a ll  w e re  ravaged  by the S co ts . A fter  B annockburn, for ex a m p le ,

B ru ce  could ra id  w ith im punity  and ca u sed  d am ages in  the north ern  

co u n ties  la te r  e s t im a te d  at 25, 000 pounds. ^  The r e su r g e n c e  o f w ar  

b etw een  England and Scotland brought about a ren ew a l of the p rob lem  

of p ro tec tin g  the b o rd er . In addition  to  S co ttish  m ilita r y  s u c c e s s e s ,  

the p ro b lem s of E dw ard II's  corrupt r eg im e  m ean t that lit t le  a id  could  

be ex p ected  fro m  th e K ing. T he a n sw er , a s  in  the days of the N o rm a n s, 

w as to  se t  up pow erfu l m a g n a tes  who would be r e sp o n s ib le  fo r  the  

b o r d e r 's  d e fe n se . T h e se  m eth od s w ere  n e c e s s a r y  s in c e  the tru ce  b e ­

tw een  Scotland and England w as an u n ea sy  one at b e s t , and fo r  the  

next tw o hundred y e a r s ,  ind eed , until the a c c e s s io n  o f J a m e s  VI to  the 

E n g lish  th ron e, v io le n c e  on the b ord er  w as a da ily  o c c u r r e n c e , arm ed  

in c u r s io n s  w ere  frequent and p itch ed  b a ttle s  w e re  fought r eg u la r ly .
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The E n g lish  k in gs ch ose  to p ro tec t the b ord er  by se ttin g  up 

a sy s te m  of w a rd en s, in  the e a s t , w e s t , and m id d le  m a r c h e s , w h ose  

job it w as to  m a in ta in  the d e fe n se s  and, w hen n e c e s s a r y , to  conduct 

ra id s  in en em y  te r r ito r y . The w a rd en sh ip s f e l l  n e c e s s a r i ly  to  the two  

m o st i l lu s tr io u s  fa m ilie s  in the N orth , the P e r c ie s  and the N e v il le s ,  

b eca u se  th ey  w ere  the only on es w ith  the n e c e s s a r y  m ea n s and 

kn ow led ge. ^5

T he w ard en sh ip , h o w ev er , w a s a dual edged  sw ord; it en ab led  

a baron  w h ose  lo y a lty  to the king w as by no m ea n s  above su sp ic io n  to  

m a in ta in  a la r g e  stand ing a rm y  at the k in g 's  ex p e n se . The E a r ls  of 

N orthum berland  r e c e iv e d  a s  m uch a s  fif te en  hundred pounds a y ea r  

fo r  th e p r o te c tio n  o f th e b o rd er , but th is  sum  did not keep them  from  

o c c a s io n a lly  co n sp ir in g  w ith  the S co ts  or a g a in st the th ron e i t s e l f .

One of the m a jo r  r e a s o n s  fo r  th e support g iv en  to  H enry of L a n c a ster  

by H enry P e r c y , seco n d  e a r l of N orth u m b erlan d , w a s that R ichard  II

p n
had d ep rived  h im  of h is  w ard en sh ip  in  fa v o r  o f the N e v il le s .  * ‘ P op u lar  

support in  the N orth  fo r  H o tsp u r's  so n  w as so  g rea t that H enry V had  

to  r e s to r e  him  to h is  a n c e s tr a l r ig h ts  b e fo re  he could  s a fe ly  com m en ce  

h is  exp ed itio n  a g a in st F r a n c e . ^  During th e r e ig n  of H enry VI, the 

p o s itio n  o f W arden of the M arch es w a s a s  fo rm id a b le  a th rea t to the  

p ea ce  o f E ngland a s  it w a s to  the a g g r e s s io n  o f the S c o ts . Indeed, 

th e  w ard en s w ere  o ften  the p r in c ip a l p r o ta g o n ists  of the p a r t ie s  of 

L a n c a ster  and Y ork  and p rov id ed  the bulk of the m il ita r y  r e s o u r c e s  in  

the W ars of the R o se s .



42

If the E n g lish  b aron s p o sed  a th rea t to  the r e g a l authority , 

the S c o tt ish  b aron s o f the b ord er  r eg io n s  o ften  r e p r e se n te d  w hatever  

p o lit ic a l p ow er rem a in ed  in a nation  that w a s  in  a s ta te  o f near an arch y  

fo r  m u ch  of th e fou rteen th  and fifteen th  c e n tu r ie s . ^  That i s ,  ra th er  

than bein g  a p o ten tia l th rea t to  th e  th ron e, th ey  w ere  o ften  m o re  

p ow erfu l than the k in gs th e m s e lv e s . R obert the B ru ce  w as su c ceed ed  

by a long lin e  o f in com p eten t k ings w h ose  w e a k n e ss  in th e  fa ce  o f th e ir  

b aron s' stren gth  r e se m b le d  nothing s o  m u ch a s  that of the C ap etian s.

T he r e a s o n s  fo r  th is  a scen d a n cy  of th e  b aron s w ere  m u ch the  

sa m e a s  in  England: the n e c e s s ity  o f crea tin g  pow erfu l b aron s to p r o ­

te c t  th e  b o rd er . M any land g ra n ts  in  the b o rd er  a r e a  w e r e  gran ted  

a fter  the W ar o f Independ en ce, and in  a c co r d  w ith S co ttish  tra d itio n , 

inclu ded  a lm o st co m p lete  so v re ig n ty  a s  w e ll a s  m il ita r y  p ow er. ^  The 

b ord er  w a rfa re  b egan  at the sam e tim e  a s  the s tru g g le  b etw een  the king  

and the b a r o n s 3 3  and it  w as no a cc id en t that the m o s t  p ow erfu l of the  

b a ro n s, th e  D o u g la se s , w ere  b ord er lo r d s .

A lex a n d er  had b een  ab le  to extend  the pow er of the throne  

and R ob ert continued the p r o c e s s ,  but th e ir  g a in s  w ere  d is s ip a te d  by 

th e ir  s u c c e s s o r s .  R obert w as su c ce e d e d  by h is  so n , D avid , who had  

only cou rage  to  reco m m en d  h im . He led  an in v a s io n  in to  England, but 

w as d efea ted  by a v a s t ly  in fe r io r  a rm y  at N e v i l le 's  C r o ss  in 1346. He 

w as captu red  and h is  su b seq u en t ran som  n e a r ly  bankrupted the

0 4

country . T he f ir s t  tw o S tew a rts , R obert II and R ob ert III, w ere  

d istin g u ish ed  only by th e ir  in a b ility  to ru le  e f fe c t iv e ly . T he r e su lt  of
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th e  re ig n  o f th e se  th ree  k in g s w as that by the beginn ing o f the fifteen th  

cen tury  the feud al sy s te m  of Scotland "had rea ch ed  i t s  m o s t  com p lete  

and lo g ic a l d evelop m en t. "35

A fter the m is r u le  of the e a r ly  S tew a rts , J a m e s  th e  F ir s t  

attem p ted  to r e s to r e  o rd er  and to in c r e a s e  the pow er of th e th ron e.

He w as so  s u c c e s s fu l  that he w as m u rd ered  by h is  n o b les  in  1437, 

lea v in g , a s  w as so  often  the c a s e , an infant son  to  r u le . J a m e s  II 

in trod u ced  the f ir s t ,  and on ly , a r t il le r y  tra in  in  the kingdom  and se t  

about d estro y in g  the fo r tif ic a t io n s  o f h is  r e b e llio u s  n ob lem en . In the 

co u rse  of one of h is  ca m p a ig n s, h o w ev er , h e  w as a c c id e n ta lly  k illed  by  

one of h is  own cannon and he too  le ft  an infant son to  r u le . J a m e s  III, 

when he a ch iev ed  h is  m a jo r ity , a ls o  tr ie d  to  dom inate the b a ro n s , but 

he w as trapped  w ith v a s t ly  in fe r io r  fo r c e s  at Sauchiburn in  1488 and 

w as d efeated  and s la in . H is son , J a m e s  IV, ra th er  than figh ting  w ith  

h is  b aron s took them  on a jo in t exp ed ition  a g a in st E ngland that p roved  

d isa s tr o u s  for  both; J a m e s  w a s  s la in  and the S c o tt ish  n o b ility  d ec im a ted  

at F lodden  F ie ld  in  1513. ^

D uring m uch o f th is  p er io d , p a r tic u la r ly  during  th e  lon g  y e a r s  

that the S co ttish  k ings w ere  e ith e r  m in o r s , or  p r is o n e r s  o f  the E n g lish  

a s  in  the c a se  o f David and J a m e s  I, m o s t  of the tru e  p ow er  in  the  

kingdom  w as con cen tra ted  in  the h ou se  of D ou glas. ^  T he h ou se  of 

D ouglas w as of A n g lo -N o rm a n  o r ig in  and in  the days b e fo r e  th e W ar of 

Independence had land on both s id e s  of the b o rd er . W illia m  le  H ardi, 

one of the e a r ly  m a g n a tes  of the h o u se , b etrayed  both E ngland and
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Scotlan d  at d ifferen t t im e s  and fin a lly  died in c a r ce r a te d  in the T ow er  

of London for  h is  tr e a ch er y .

It i s  w ith J a m e s  D ouglas that the renow n of the h ou se  b eg in s . 

R obert the B r u c e 's  c lo s e s t  fr ien d  and g r e a te s t  w a r r io r , h is  l i f e  r e a d s  

lik e  a com b in ation  o f W alter Scott and c h iv a lr ic  ro m a n ce . D uring the  

W ar of Independence he ra id ed  h is  own lan d s and d estro y ed  h is  an ­

c e s tr a l  hom e w hen it had fa lle n  into the hands of the E n g lish . At 

B annockburn he ch a llen ged  an  E n g lish  cham pion to  s in g le  com bat in  

fu ll v iew  of both a r m ie s  and s le w  h im . A fter  the death o f h is  king he 

vow ed to  take R o b er t's  h eart to  J e r u sa le m , but w as k illed  w h ile  f ig h t­

ing M o sle m s  in  Spain.

J a m e s ' s u c c e s s o r s  w e re  a l l  w a r r io r s  in h is  im a g e . H is so n  

W illia m  w as s la in  at the b attle  of H alidon  H ill. A rch ib a ld , who w as  

the f ir s t  in  the fa m ily  to  b ear  the t it le  o f E a r l, fought at P o i t ie r s  on  

the F r e n c h  s id e , but la te r  had in tr ig u es  w ith  E ngland. J a m e s , the  

seco n d  e a r l, confin ed  m o st o f  h is  a tten tion  to  the b ord er  and led  m an y  

in c u r s io n s  in to  E n g lish  te r r ito r y . In 1387, fo r  ex a m p le , he brought a 

fo r c e  o f som e tw o thousand S co ts  o v er  the b o r d e r , not only to  ra id  but 

to  s e e k  s in g le  com bat w ith H enry "H otspur” P e r c y . D ou glas d efea ted  

P e r c y  in  s in g le  com bat, but w as la te r  s la in  at the fam ou s battle  of 

O tterbu rn .

A rch ib a ld  the G rim , the th ird  e a r l, in  sp ite  of a life tim e  o f  

m ilita r y  s e r v ic e  w as one of the few  in  the fa m ily  to die in  bed. H is  

son , A rch ib a ld , the fourth e a r l ,  i s  w e ll known through h is  ap p earan ce
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in  H enry IV, P a r t O ne. He w as captured at H om ildoun H ill by H otspu r, 

but la te r  co n sp ired  w ith  h im  aga in st K ing H enry. He w as captured  

aga in  at S h rew sb u ry  but w as ran som ed . He la te r  fought in  F ra n ce  and 

w as m ad e a Duke by the F ren ch  K ing. In the tra d itio n  of h is  fa m ily , 

he died on the b a ttle fie ld , at V ern eu il, in  1424. At h is  a c c e s s io n  to  

the ea r ld o m , he h eld  th e  w hole of so u th -w est Scotland and w as con­

s id e ra b ly  m o r e  p ow erfu l than the S co ttish  king.

A rch ib a ld , the fifth  e a r l, and W illia m , the six th  e a r l ,  m o re  

than m et th e ir  m atch  in  J a m e s  I. The fo rm er  w as reg en t during the 

K in g 's  E n g lish  ca p tiv ity , but w as im p riso n ed  w hen he retu rn ed .

W illiam  w as p e r so n a lly  a s sa s s in a te d  by J a m e s , and the D ou glas h o ld ­

in g s  w ere  c o n fisca ted . H ow ever, by the tim e  o f W illia m , the eighth  

e a r l, a ll  the D ou glas r ig h ts  had been  r e s to r e d  and he w a s the m o st  

p ow erfu l m an  in  the k ingdom . He c a rr ie d  on feu d s w ith  h is  own  

fa m ily , w ith the E n g lish  a c r o s s  the b o rd er , and w ith  J a m e s  II. The 

th ron e again  m e t the p ow er of the D ou glas, and W illia m , lik e  h is  

gran d fath er , w a s s la in  by the king. H is  b roth er  J a m e s , the ninth and 

la s t  e a r l, continued the s tr u g g le  a g a in st the king. The fa m ily  c a s t le ,  

the T h r ie v e , w a s b e s ie g e d  and taken  by J a m e s , and D ou glas fled  

a c r o s s  the b o rd er . He attem p ted  to retu rn  with E n g lish  h e lp , but w as  

captu red  and fo r c ed  to  b eco m e a m onk. A lthough th is  sp e lle d  the end  

of the pow er of the B la ck  D o u g la se s , th e ir  r e la t iv e s ,  th e  R ed  

D o u g la se s , continued v ir tu a lly  to ru le  Scotland until the m id d le  o f the  

s ix teen th  cen tu ry . ^8
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T h ere  w ere  m an y oth er D o u g la se s  who added to the fam e of  

the h o u se . S ir  W illiam  D ou glas, the "Knight o f L id d esd a le"  w as ca lled  

th e  flo w er  of ch iv a lry . D uring the m id d le  of the fou rteen th  cen tury he 

co n tro lled  the fa m ily 's  h o ld in g s. C aptured at N e v il le 's  C r o ss , he 

changed h is  a lle g ia n c e  and b ecam e E d w ard 's m an. He w a s m u rd ered  

by a co u sin  w h ile  hunting. A nother notab le  m em b er  of the fa m ily  w as  

Hugh D ou g las, e a r l of O rm ond, who fought a b attle  a g a in st the P e r c ie s

O Q
at the r iv e r  Sark in 1499, in one o f the feu d s b etw een  the tw o h o u se s .

T h is  b r ie f  su m m ary  of the fo r tu n es  of th e  h ou se  o f D ouglas  

during th is  p er iod  d em o n str a te s  how slig h t th e ir  a lle g ia n c e s  w ere  to  

king and country . A lthough th ey  w e re  ch arged  w ith  the d e fen se  of the  

b ord er , th ey  spent m o s t  of th e ir  e ffo r ts  in  b o o ty -g a th er in g  ra id s  or in  

se ttlin g  p erso n a l v en d e tta s . T hey con tin u a lly  in trigu ed  w ith the 

E n g lish  and w ere  prob ab ly  m o re  o f a th rea t to  th e ir  own m on arch  than  

w ere  the te r r ito r ia l  am b itio n s of the E n g lish  k in g s. T h u s, th ey  dem on ­

s tr a te  the c h a r a c te r is t ic s  of h igh ly  d evelop ed  feu d a lism : p erso n a l w ar  

and ven g ea n ce  ra th er  than national in te r e s t s  and support of the king.

The h ou se  o f D ouglas i s  in e x tr ic a b ly  in v o lv ed  w ith the E n g lish  

h ou se  of P e r c y . F o r  150 y e a r s , a lm o s t  w ithout a b reak , the opposing  

w arden s of the M a rch es on e ith e r  s id e  o f th e  b ord er  w ere  the h ead s of 

the fa m ilie s  of D ou glas and P e r c y ‘S  and th e co n flic t or in tr igu e  b e ­

tw een  th em  w as n ea r ly  continuous.

T he P e r c ie s  o r ig in a lly  cam e from  N orm andy w ith  W illiam  

and w ere  a s s ig n e d  to  a barony in  Y o r k sh ir e . ^  T he ninth baron, H enry,
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fe r r e d  the fa m ily  sea t to  N orthum berland , at A lnw ick  c a s t le ,  fought 

in Edw ard I 's  S co ttish  cam p aign s, and w a s la te r  captured  at 

B annockburn. H is so n  com m anded the v ic to r io u s  E n g lish  at the b attle  

of N e v il le 's  C r o ss . H en ry , the f ir s t  e a r l (1377), w as a fr ien d  of John  

of Gaunt. He captu red  B erw ick  from  the S c o ts , but h is  other m ilita r y  

e x p lo its  w ere  l e s s  s u c c e s s fu l .  Indeed, he i s  som ew h at oversh ad ow ed  

by h is  son , H enry P e r c y , m o r e  fa m ilia r ly  known a s  H otspur.

The p ic tu re  o f H otspur in H enry IV is  not fa r  from  the p ic tu re  

we get of h im  in  F r o is s a r t  and oth er c h r o n ic le r s , sa v e  for  S h a k esp ea re 's  

d e lib era te  red u ction  of h is  a ge . He w a s  the im age  of ch iv a lry  fo r  h is  

gen era tion ; young k n igh ts did in  fact im ita te  h is  h a rsh  pron u n ciation , 

and the seco n d  e a r l o f D ouglas did com e o v e r  the b o rd er  fo r  the sp e c ia l  

r e a so n  o f m e e tin g  h im  in s in g le  com bat. In th e en su in g  b attle  H otspur  

d isp la y ed  h is  c h a r a c te r is t ic  r a sh n e ss  w hen he e le c te d  to  figh t D ouglas  

w ith m uch in fe r io r  s tren g th  ra th er  than to  w ait fo r  r e in fo r c e m e n ts  from  

h is  fa th er . He m ad e the sa m e  m is ta k e  in  the P e r c y  r ev o lt  aga in st  

H enry IV and w as d efea ted  and s la in  at S h rew sb u ry . H otspu r, lik e  the 

D o u g la se s , had spent h is  c a r e e r  a lte r n a te ly  figh ting  for and a g a in st h is  

king and in  co n flic t w ith  the opp osing b o rd er  fo r c e s  or a llie d  to  th em . 

A fter  h is  death h is  fa th er  continued th e h o p e le s s  s tru g g le  a g a in st the 

L a n ca str ia n s  and, a fte r  he w as a tta in ted  in  1405, we find the stra n g e  

s p e c ta c le  of a fo r m e r  w arden  o f the E n g lish  m a rch  tak ing refu ge in  

Scotland and ca rry in g  out ra id s  a g a in st h is  own la n d s.
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In sp ite  of the a tta in tu re , the P e r c ie s  had enough p ow er and 

in flu en ce  in  the N orth  to  com p el H enry V to r e s to r e  to  H o tsp u r's  son , 

who had b een  r a ise d  in Scotland , a l l  o f th e tra d itio n a l fa m ilia l r ig h ts  

inclu ding the w ard en sh ip . In the c a se  of H enry, the seco n d  e a r l, the  

co n sid era b le  m il ita r y  pow er o f the P e r c ie s  w as d ir e c ted  a g a in st the  

S co ts , but w ith  l it t le  s u c c e s s .  He did m an age to  r a is e  the s ie g e  of 

R oxburgh, but he lo s t  tw o b a ttle s  at P ip erd in  and the R iv er  Sark. H ow ­

e v e r ,th e  S co ts  w ere  not the on ly  e n e m ie s  o f the P e r c ie s .  T h e ir  feud  

w ith the N e v il le s  had b een  one of the r e a so n s  fo r  the dow nfall of 

R ichard  II, and th is  co n flic t lay  at the bottom  of the W ars o f the R o se s ,  

for  the tw o fa m ilie s  p rov id ed  m u ch of the r e s o u r c e s  fo r  the s tr u g g le . 

A sid e  from  th e ir  tra d itio n a l support of the L a n c a s te r s , W arw ick 's  

p r e se n c e  on th e Y o rk is t s id e  m ean t that the P e r c ie s '  r o le  w as in e v i­

ta b le . The seco n d  e a r l w as s la in  at Saint A lb an s. H is son , the th ird  

e a r l, w as a stout L a n c a str ia n  and w as s la in  at Tow ton F ie ld  in 1461, 

w h ile  h is  youn ger son  d ied  in  b a ttle  at N ortham pton.

H enry, the fourth  e a r l, lik e  h is  gran d fa th er , w as brought up 

in  Scotlan d , but w as d r iv en  by p ov erty  to England w h ere  he w as  

pardoned by E dw ard IV. The p r io r it ie s  of the fa m ily  w ere  w e ll d em on ­

stra ted  w hen W arw ick sh ifted  h is  a lle g ia n c e  to  the L a n c a str ia n s . The 

head o f the P e r c y  fa m ily  p rom p tly  a llie d  h im se lf  w ith  Edw ard and w as  

su b seq u en tly  r e s to r e d  to  h is  ea r ld o m . B y rem a in in g  n eu tra l during  

the b a ttle  o f  B osw orth  F ie ld , the e a r l ga ined  the fr ien d sh ip  o f H enry  

VII and w as rew ard ed  w ith  the W ardenship  o f the m a r c h e s . He w as
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la te r  m u rd ered  by h is  own p eop le  fo r  supporting  the K in g 's  ta x  p o l ic ie s .

H enry, the fifth  e a r l, w as the la s t  who liv e d  during the p er io d  

under d is c u s s io n . At th is  la te  t im e , he could s t i l l  m u ste r  a s iz a b le  

p r iv a te  a rm y . In 1513 he took fiv e  hundred of h is  own m en  in to  F ra n ce  

w ith  H enry VIII and le ft  f if te en  hundred to  figh t the S co ts  at F lod d en  

F ie ld . The la s t  of the g r ea t N orth ern  m a g n a te s , he w as a ls o  the f ir s t  

e a r l of N orthum berland to  die p ea ce fu lly  in  bed.

A lthough the p ow er o f the P e r c ie s  in  England n ev er  app roached  

that of the D o u g la se s  in Scotland, th e ir  u se  o f pow er w as s im ila r . In 

both fa m ilie s  reg io n a l and fa m ilia l lo y a lty  w as m uch m o re  im portant 

than national and ro y a l in te r e s t s .  A lthough both w ere  ch arged  w ith  

defend ing th e ir  country th ey  often th rea ten ed  it in stea d . At a tim e  

w hen n ation al in te r e s t s  and id e n t it ie s  w ere  em erg in g  th ey  ep ito m ized  

the p u re ly  lo c a l and p e r so n a l in te r e s t s  of the c o n ser v a tiv e  feu d a lism  of 

the N orth.

The P e r c ie s  and the D o u g la ses  w ere  by no m ea n s  the only

i l lu s tr io u s  fa m il ie s  in  the N orth. The dukes o f L a n c a ster  reta in ed  th e ir

t it le  a s  in su ra n ce  a g a in st p o s s ib le  u su rp ation  a fter  th ey  had ascen d ed  

42to  the th ron e. A lthough they w e r e  not a s  in d igen ou s to the N orth  a s  

oth er fa m il ie s ,  th e ir  pow er w as b a sed  on th e ir  N orthern  a s s o c ia t io n s .

T he dukes of Y ork  a ls o  r e lie d  on the N orth for supp ort. R ich ard  III, 

fo r  ex a m p le , b eca m e the w arden  of the E a st M a rch es w hen the P e r c ie s  

w ere  d efea ted . ^3 The N e v il le s  w ere  not in vo lved  in  a s  m any notable  

b a ttle s  a s  the P e r c ie s ,  but th ey  w e re  th e ir  eq u a ls  in p ow er. ^4 W arw ick
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"the K ing M aker" w a s a N e v ille  and w as the w arden  of the W est  

M a rch es . At the h e ig h t o f h is  p ow er he c o n s id e ra b ly  oversh a d o w ed  

the P e r c ie s .  ^5 A nother w ell-k n o w n  n orth ern  fa m ily  w e re  the  

D 'A c re s , who b eca m e  p ow erfu l to w a rd s the end of the p er io d  and p r o ­

v id ed  the le a d e r sh ip  at F lod d en  F ie ld  at th e head of the C um berland  

contingen t.

N orth ern  h is to r y , h ow ever, i s  m o r e  than ju st a com pendium  

of the g rea t h o u se s . F o r  in add ition  to  the b e tter  known n o b le s  the 

con d ition s o f the N orth  a llo w ed  for  fu rth er  d e c e n tr a liz a t io n  o f a u th o r i­

ty  and gave m u ch p ow er to  the lo w er  o r d e r s  of n o b ility . In th e  a b ­

s e n c e  o f fa m ily  h is to r ie s  th is  phenom enon can b est be o b se rv e d  in  the 

h is to r ie s  of th e in d iv id u al co u n ties  during the la te  M iddle A g e s .

The th ree  m o st  N orth ern  c o u n tie s , N orthum berland , 

C um berland, and W estm o re la n d  a ll  w e re  e x tr e m e  e x a m p le s  of th is  

retu rn  to  fe u d a lism . T he h is to r y  of N orthum berland  is  la r g e ly  a 

h is to r y  o f the P e r c y  fa m ily , but in the o th er  tw o co u n ties  th e r e  w as no 

dom inating m agn ate  and th e r e fo r e  th ere  w e re  a num ber of sm a lle r  

b aron s.

O f a ll  the N orth ern  co u n ties  C um berland su ffe r ed  the m o st  

from  the b ord er w a r s . ^  D uring A n g lo -S axon  t im e s  it a lte r n a te ly  b e ­

lon ged  to  England and Scotland  until it  w as s e c u r e d  by W illiam  Rufus 

in 1092. H enry I took th e ru le  o f the r eg io n  in to  h is  own hand and 

m ad e C a r lis le  C a stle  the k ey sto n e  of E n g lish  d e fen se  on th e w e ste r n  

m a rch . In sp ite  o f th e se  e ffo r ts , h o w ev er , Stephen ced ed  the a r ea  to
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the S c o ts . H enry II r e c o v e r e d  it and took a p erso n a l in te r e s t  in  the

county, v is it in g  it s e v e r a l  t im e s . T he C um berland b aron s took an

a c tiv e  p art in  the r ev o lt  a g a in st John, c la im in g  that th e ir  duty w as to

defend th e fr o n tier  and not to  fight o v e r s e a s . A fter  the a c c e s s io n  o f

H enry III, C um berland sh a red  in the g e n e ra lly  p ea cefu l con d ition s

that p r e v a ile d  through m o st  of the th irteen th  cen tu ry . S p ec ia l b o rd er

la w s w e re  e s ta b lish e d  and ad h ered  to  by both S co ts  and E n g lish  and

C a r lis le  C a stle  f e l l  into d isr e p a ir .

T he resu m p tio n  o f h o s t i l i t ie s  cau sed  h avoc in  C um berland.

The r a id s  of W illiam  W allace  and la te r  J a m e s  D ouglas r e su lte d  in

w id esp rea d  d ev a sta tio n . C um berland once m o re  retu rn ed  to  the

e a r l ie r  con d ition s. D uring the th ir teen th  cen tury  a lm o st a ll  the h o u se s

of the r eg io n  w ere  b u ilt a s  h o m e s , not a s  fo r t if ic a t io n s , but during the

48fou rteen th  cen tury  c a s t le  b u ild in g w as r esu m ed  on a la r g e  s c a le .

The b aron s o f C um berland once again  in s is te d  that th e ir  p r im a r y  duty 

of p ro tec tin g  th e ir  own land gave  th em  im m u n ity  from  s e r v ic e  o u tsid e  

the country . The d e fen se  of the county w as taken out o f the in e ffec tu a l  

hands o f the s h e r if f s  and co m m itted  to the w arden  of the m a r c h e s ,  

w h ich  m ea n t, o f c o u r se , a sh ift fro m  roya l a d m in istra tio n  to  b a ro n ia l. 

E v er y  lan d lord  of m e a n s  took  m e a s u r e s  to  p ro tec t h im s e lf  and h is  

depend en ts w ith  the p e r m is s io n  of the cen tra l govern m en t or w ithout it. 

A ctu a lly , the throne p r e fe r r e d  to  le t  the d is tr ic t  fa ll  back on i t s  own  

r e s o u r c e s  and it put m a tte r s  of d e fen se  into lo c a l hands. A ll la ym en  

who p o s s e s s e d  land w orth  100 m a rk s  or m o re  had to r e s id e  con tin u a lly
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e x a m p le s  of th is  re tu rn  to  the old  con cep tion  of d efen se  in exch ange  

fo r  land . T he ten an ts of both C um berland and W estm orelan d  held  

th e ir  land on ly  on the condition  of ren d erin g  m il ita r y  s e r v ic e  w hen  

su m m on ed  by the w arden  of the m a r c h e s . F u r th e rm o re , scu ta g e  

could be u sed  on ly  w hen the king and h is  a rm y  m a rch ed  again st 

Scotland , not in  lo c a l b ord er  a c tio n s . D r en g es , another type o f ten u re  

b a sed  on m o n ey  p a y m en ts , w a s not a s  r e sp e c te d  a s  the m o re  feu d al 

bonds. 49

The im m ed ia te  r e s u lt  o f th e se  new  p o lic ie s  w as that m an y of 

th e g r e a te r  fa m ilie s  of the county b eca m e co n sp icu o u s a s  w ar lo r d s:  

the T il l io ts  of G r ey sto k es  and the D 'A c r e s . T he county of W e st­

m o re la n d , w hich  had th e sam e con d ition s a s  C um berland w as d iv ided  

in to tw o g rea t b a r o n ie s , K endall and A ppleby.

D urham  is  unique am ong the N orthern  c o u n tie s , and am ong

the co u n ties  of a l l  o f E ngland, in that it w as one o f the few  p a la tin a te s .

T h e se  p a la t in a te s , am ong w hich w ere  nu m bered  C h e ster  and, fo r  a

t im e , L a n ca sh ire , w ere  equ ivalen t to  the co u n ties  or d u ch ies in

F r a n c e . ^  T he p a la tin a te  of Durham  w as not s e t  up by W illiam  the

C onqueror, a s  m any h is to r ia n s  u sed  to b e lie v e , b e c a u se  h e  did not

se t  up any p a la tin a te s . R ath er, the p a latin ate  s ta tu s  w as in h er ited

from  A n g lo -S axon  t im e s  and had i t s  o r ig in  in  the im m u n itie s  g iv en  to

5 Sth e church and con n ected  w ith the sh r in e  of Saint C uthbert. T he  

b ish o p s of Durham  u lt im a te ly  a ssu m ed  the r ig h ts  of a m on arch  in  th e ir
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own te r r ito r y  ex cep t fo r  th e  pow er of m aking t r e a t ie s .  T h is  r e ­

s tr ic t io n  w as n e c e s s a r y  b e c a u se  a stro n g  b ishop  m igh t c o n sp ire  with
C A

the S co ts  a g a in st th e  th ron e w h ile  a w eak one m igh t buy them  off.

A ll land in  the p a la tin a te  w as h eld  from  the b ish op , not from

th e k ing. T he b ish op  had con tro l o f a ll  m in e s , o f a l l  b u ried  tr e a s u r e ,

a ll  ro y a l f ish , and a ll  o f the fo r e s t s .  M o reo v er , h is  p o s s e s s io n  of

Durham  C a stle  gave him  an im p regn ab le  stron gh old  and su p e r io r ity

o v er  h is  b a ron s. "During th e p er io d  of 1066 to  1489, the b ish o p s  of

Durham  d e s ir e d  to  be a s  k ings in  th e ir  p a la tin a te  and in va ry in g  d e-

i f  5 5g r e e s  th ey  app rox im ated  th is  id e a l. U nder the P la n ta g e n e ts , when

m any of the b aro n s w ere  lo s in g  th e ir  r ig h ts  the b ish o p s  of D urham

m an aged  to  keep th e ir s .  Edw ard I w as ab le  to  rev o k e  the pa la tin ate

r ig h ts , but b eca u se  of the border trou b le  th ey  w ere  grad u ally  r e s to r e d

during the r e s t  of the fou rteen th  cen tu ry . D u rh am 's im m u n itie s  w ere

5fidoom ed only by th e Tudor a c c e s s io n .

T he b ord er w a rs had th e sa m e  e ffe c t on Durham  a s  on the  

oth er  N orth ern  co u n tie s . T he p a la tin a te  w as open to  a ttack  and w as  

ravaged  s e v e r a l  t im e s .  ^  A s  in  th e  o th er co u n tie s , d e fen se  fo r c e s  

w ere  r a ise d  by g e n e ra l m u ste r  and feudal ten u re . D urham  c a s t le  w as  

reg u la r ly  g a r r iso n e d  by feud al le v ie s  ra th er  than by the m e r c e n a r ie s  

who w ere  so  com m on in th e r e s t  o f the country . ^8 The com m and and 

the d irec tio n  o f th e se  fo r c e s  w as u su a lly  by the lo c a l b aron s and th is  

in turn  led  to a d im in ish in g  of the b ish o p 's  p ow er . The grow in g  co n ­

cen tra tion  o f b a ro n ia l e s ta te s  into the hands of a few  m en  had p r e se n te d
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the b ishop  w ith o v erw h elm in g ly  p ow erfu l r iv a ls ,  and the b a lan ce  b e ­

tw een  b ishop  and baron  w as fu rth er  d istu rb ed  by the num ber o f arm ed  

m en  th e se  lo r d s  w e re  a llo w ed  to  keep  for the d e fen se  of the b o rd er .

B y the fifteen th  cen tu ry , th e r e fo r e , the b ishop  of Durham  w as lit t le  

m o r e  than a p r im u s in ter  p a r e s . ^9 T h is  p r o c e s s  i s  m a rk ed ly  s im i­

la r  to  the gradu al dom ination  of the throne by the N orth ern  m a g n a tes  

a s  a group during th e m id d le  of the fifteen th  cen tu ry .

W hen W illiam  conquered  E ngland, he r e a liz e d  that Y o rk sh ire

w ould a lw a y s be a cen ter  o f r eb e llio n  and tr ie d  u n su c c e ss fu lly  to

fi ne x term in a te  the population . H is p r e d ic tio n s  w ere  c o r r e c t , and 

th e r e  w ere  v io len t r e b e llio n s  in th e  county a s  la te  a s  the s ix teen th  

cen tu ry . A lthough H enry II brought a m e a su r e  of p ea ce  and au th ority  

to  the reg io n , the Y o r k sh ir em en  r ev o lted  a g a in st both o f h is  so n s .

T hey a lso  r ev o lted  a g a in st E dw ard II. G ilb ert M iddleton, who had  

b een  a w arden  of the m a rch , w as a c tu a lly  in  lea g u e  w ith  the S co ts  

a g a in st the E n g lish . Y ork  a lso  rev o lted  a g a in st E dw ard III on the 

grounds that the b o rd er  w a s not being defended p ro p er ly  and that the 

county w as b ein g  ravaged . Y o rk sh ire  w a s , of c o u r se , the cen te r  of 

stren g th  o f the Y o rk is t p arty  during the W ars of the R o s e s . Edw ard  

IV w as p r im a r ily  a Y o rk sh ire  baron , w hose p ow er la y  in  the N orth  as  

did that o f h is  b ro th er  R ich ard . In the s ix teen th  cen tury  Y o rk sh ire  

took part in m an y  r e b e ll io n s , in  part b e c a u se  of the e ffe c t  of the e n ­

c lo su r e  m o v em en ts  on i t s  p r im a r ily  a g ra r ia n  econ om y and in  part 

b eca u se  of i t s  c o n ser v a tiv e  a d h eren ce  to  C a th o lic ism . But th e



55

tr a d it io n s  fo r  th is  in d ep en d en ce and r e b e ll io u s n e s s  la y  on i t s  e a r l ie r  

h is to r y .

L a n c a ster  i s  an  exam p le  of the ind ep en dence o f a N orth ern  

county in  that it w as s e v e r a l  t im e s  a p a la tin ate  and w as often  u sed  a s  

a b a se  of pow er a g a in st the k ing. L a n c a ster , un like o th er  N orthern  

co u n tie s , w a s c o n tr o lle d  by the A n g lo -S axon  k in gs; n e v e r th e le s s ,  

under th e e a r ly  N orm an  k in gs the a r e a  w a s g iv e n  v ir tu a l p a la tin a te  

r ig h ts . 61 It w a s e s p e c ia l ly  n e c e s s a r y  fo r  the a r e a  to  have a stron g  

lo c a l a d m in istra tio n  s in c e  it had c lo se  a c c e s s  to  both the W elsh  and 

S co ttish  m a r c h e s . In lin e  w ith the grow th of the m on arch y  under the 

e a r ly  P la n ta g e n e ts , L a n c a ste r  w as str ip p ed  of i t s  p r e r o g a t iv e s  in 

1194, and b eca m e  a county. 62 A s in  the r e s t  of th e N orth , the  

p r e s s u r e  o f the ren ew ed  h o s t i l i t ie s  a lon g  the b o rd er  m ad e it n e c e s s a r y  

to  c re a te  on ce  again  an independent lo c a l a d m in istra tio n .

Edm und, the you n ger b ro th er  o f  Edw ard I, b eca m e th e f ir s t  

e a r l o f L a n ca ster  and had n e a r ly  r e g a l p o w ers  w ith in  h is  dom ain . 63 

H is so n  T h o m a s, the seco n d  e a r l, w as one o f the le a d e r s  of the n o b les  

who c o n sp ired  a g a in st Edw ard II. He h e lp ed  in  the a s s a s s in a t io n  of 

G avesto n  and a ls o  r e fu sed  to  fight at B annockburn. A lthough he w as  

su p p osed  to  defend th e county a g a in st the S c o ts , h e  en tered  into  

tr e a so n a b le  n eg o tia tio n s  w ith them  and r a ise d  a la r g e  enough a rm y  to  

opp ose  the K ing. 64 jje  w a s  fin a lly  captured  and beh ead ed . 65

H is b ro th er  H en ry , the th ird  e a r l, r e c o v e r e d  the la n d s but not 

a ll o f the r ig h ts , but H en ry 's  son , H enry, the fourth  e a r l, r e c o v e r e d
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a ll  o f the fa m ily  in h er ita n ce  and w as m ad e a duke b eca u se  of h is  

s e r v ic e s  in  F r a n c e . 88 L a n ca ster  thus b eca m e a p a la tin ate  once again  

in  w hich  the duke had n e a r ly  reg a l au th ority . H en ry 's  death le ft  the  

L a n ca sh ire  lan d s in  the hands of h is  daughter B la n ch e . H er death in  

turn  put the in h er ita n ce  in  the hands of John of Gaunt who th us b eca m e  

Duke o f L a n ca ster  in  1362. 8  ̂ T he p a la tin ate  r ig h ts  had b een  revok ed  

at the death o f  H enry, but John o f Gaunt r e tr ie v e d  th em  in  1377 by 

packin g P a r lia m en t in  h is  fa v o r . In 1391 th e se  r ig h ts  b eca m e  in h e r it ­

a b le . 68

John of Gaunt cannot be rea so n a b ly  la b e led  a N orth ern  

m agn ate  in  the se n se  of the P e r c ie s  or  the N e v i l le s ,  s in c e  h is  cu ltu r ­

a l and lin g u is t ic  t i e s  w ere  w ith London; n e v e r th e le s s  h is  own b a se  of 

p ow er w as h is  N orth ern  h o ld in g s. A s an in d ica tio n  o f the num ber of 

a rm ed  m en  a ccru in g  to  a N orth ern  lord , at one t im e  John of Gaunt 

could put in  the f ie ld  an  a rm y  of one thousand m en  at a r m s  and th ree  

thousand a r c h e r s . 8 ® But the p a la tin ate  sy s te m  had it s  d raw backs too . 

The s o c ia l con d ition s in  L a n c a sh ire  at th is  tim e b o rd ered  on an arch y ,

for  the k in g 's  w rit did not run through the a r e a  and the duke w a s e ith e r

70in cap ab le  of, or  not in te r e s te d  in , m a in ta in in g  ju s t ic e . u But John

did m a in ta in  a h ou seh o ld  that w a s v ir tu a lly  r e g a l and he had h is  own

71cou n cil in im ita tio n  of P a r lia m en t.

The next duke o f L a n c a ste r , H enry, b eca m e king o f E ngland. 

The pow er behind h is  u surp ation  ca m e fro m  the N orth , m o s t ly  from  

the P e r c ie s  who had b een  d isapp ointed  in  R ich a rd 's  la r g e s s .  A lthough
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H enry b eca m e k ing, he did not g iv e  up h is  old  t it le  o f Duke of L an­

c a s te r , nor did he in co rp o ra te  the county into the r e s t  o f h is  r ea lm .

A cau tiou s m an , he w as aw are o f the in se c u r ity  of h is  p o s it io n  and 

m ad e su re  to  have so m e  te r r ito r y  to fa ll  back  upon. B e s id e s , he

79n eeded  the m ilita r y  a s s is ta n c e  a s  w e ll a s  the reven u e o f the duchy.

In fact, throughout the L a n ca str ia n  dynasty , the m o n a rch s kept the  

t it le  of Duke o f L a n ca ster  sep a ra te  from  th e ir  o th er h o ld in g s. But in  

sp ite  of th e ir  p e r so n a l pow er in the N orth, the L a n c a str ia n  k in gs did  

not a lw a y s w in un qu alified  support from  th e ir  b aron s. The S ta n ley s, 

p erh ap s the lead in g  fa m ily  in  L a n c a ster , w ere  one of the few  noble 

h o u se s  to  p ick  the w inning s id e  c o n s is te n tly  during the W ars of the 

R o se s , ev en  if  it m ean t opposing th e ir  own lo r d s . On s e v e r a l  o c ­

c a s io n s , m o st  notab ly  at B osw orth  F ie ld , th ey  m an aged  to  keep out of

7 9the b attle  un til the v ic to r io u s  s id e  b eca m e apparent.

C h esh ire , bein g  in  the n orth w est part of the kingdom , co m ­

bined the p r o b le m s o f o th er b ord er co u n ties  w ith so m e  sp e c if ic  on es of 

i t s  own. But the W elsh  b ord er brought about a som ew h at d ifferen t  

type of s o c ie ty  from  that w hich w a s cen tered  around the S co ttish  

b o rd er . The reg io n  had no trad ition  of independence and it w as m uch  

m o r e  a c c e s s ib le  to  London than the N orth w a s . F u rth e rm o re , the  

W elsh  p r e se n ted  an e n t ir e ly  d ifferen t th rea t from  the S c o ts . The  

fo r m e r  had no cen tra l govern m en t and th e ir  d iffer in g  c u sto m s and  

language m ade a llia n c e  w ith them  d ifficu lt. ^  To be su r e , Owen  

G lendow er took part in  the P e r c y  reb e llio n , but, for the m o st  p art,
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the h is to r y  of the W elsh  b ord er  i s  not a s  r id d led  w ith tr e a c h e r o u s  

d ea lin g s  a s  the S c o tt ish  b o rd er .

B ec a u se  of the b ord er  th r e a ts , C h ester  w as tr a d it io n a lly  a

p a la tin a te , but lack in g  any s in g le  outstan d in g fa m ily , the county w as

often  in  a s ta te  of an arch y  during the fou rteen th  and fifteen th  c e n tu r ie s .

L iv e r ie d  r e ta in e r s  who could depend upon th e ir  lo r d s  fo r  p ro tec tio n

7 ̂fro m  the law  v ir tu a lly  w orked  th e ir  w ill  upon the p op u lace . J T h u s, 

the p r e se n c e  o f a h o s t ile  b o rd er  w as not su ffic ien t by i t s e l f  to  bring  

about a retu rn  to  the o ld e r  co n cep tio n s of fe u d a lism . Instead  it led  to 

la w le s s n e s s  and d iso r d e r , b eca u se  th ere  w ere  no g rea t m a g n a tes  who 

could at le a s t  en fo rce  so m e  kind o f ju s t ic e , no m a tter  how  c a p r ic io u s  

it m igh t b e .

The com m on con cep tion  o f the c o u r se  of E n g lish  h is to r y  dur­

ing th e M iddle A g e s  is  that o f an e v e r  grow ing p ow er of the th ron e and 

a s im u lta n eo u s  d ec lin e  in  feud al p r a c t ic e s . Indeed, it h a s  o ften  been  

o b se rv e d  that feu d a lism  n e v e r  rea ch ed  the h e ig h ts  in E ngland that it  

did on the continent b eca u se  of the stren gth  o f the E n g lish  th ron e. 

F u rth e rm o re , w h atev er  feu d a lism  did su rv iv e  la s te d  on ly  u n til the 

th ir teen th  cen tu ry . T h is  v iew  m ay be g e n e ra lly  c o r r e c t  fo r  England  

a s  a w h ole , but it o v e r lo o k s  the v a s t  d if fe r e n c e s  b etw een  the r e g io n s  

and in  so  doing ig n o r e s  the p e r s is te n t  su r v iv a l of feu d a lism  in  the  

N orth .

H is to r ia n s  g e n e r a lly  co n sid er  th e pow er of the m a g n a tes  who 

cau sed  such  h avoc  during the fifteen th  cen tu ry  to be b a sed  on n on -feu d a l
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s o u r c e s . F rom  th e y e a r  1200 scu tage  b eca m e an a ccep ta b le  s u b s t i­

tu te for  the m ilita r y  s e r v ic e  that i s  at th e  c o re  of feu d a lism , and in 

th e  fou rteen th  cen tury  the changing eco n o m ic  s itu a tio n  rem oved  the 

eco n o m ic  underp inn ings of feu d a lism  and crea ted  a so r t  of "bastard"  

feu d a lism .

In th is  b a sta rd  feu d a lism  the ten u r ia l bond b etw een  v a s s a l  

and lo rd  had been  su p ersed ed  by p e r so n a l con tract b etw een  m a s te r  and  

m an. T he b a s is  of th is  con tract w as paym ent for  s e r v ic e  ra th er  than  

a fu lfillm en t of an ob liga tion  that had it s  o r ig in  in  a grant of land.

T h u s, th er e  w as no lo n g er  su ch  an e m p h a sis  on the keep ing of fa ith  b e -

7 0
tw een  v a s s a l  and lo rd  b eca u se  th e new con tract w as b etw een  u n eq u als. ' 0

It is  p o s s ib le  that b asta rd  fe u d a lism , w hich le d  to  a g rea t  

rout o f l iv e r ie d  m en  who surrounded  the g rea t m a g n a te s , w as one of 

the c a u se s  of the W ars of the R o s e s , and that th er e fo re  one cannot 

r e a lly  speak o f a feu d al r e v iv a l in  E ngland. But a poin t w hich  h a s  b een  

ign o red  i s  that the feu d a lism  w hich  su rv iv ed  in  the N orth  and w hich  led  

to  the p ow er o f m o s t  of the m a jo r  p a r tic ip a n ts  in th e se  w a rs w as of a 

su b sta n tia lly  d ifferen t nature from  that o f b astard  feu d a lism . S e r v ice  

through land ten u re  su rv iv ed  in  the N orth  fa r  la te r  than in  any o th er  

r eg io n  o f the country. A s w e have s e e n , in a ll of the b ord er  co u n ties , 

the p r e s s u r e s  of b ord er w a rfa re  w ere  su ch  that m ilita r y  s e r v ic e  b e ­

cam e a p reco n d itio n  for the p o s s e s s io n  o f land. A s in  the e a r ly  M iddle 

A g e s , feudalism , w a s the only lo g ic a l r e sp o n se  to  a condition  w h ere  

r e g a l au th ority  w as a b sen t, v io le n c e  w as p rev a len t, and w ealth  e x is te d



m a in ly  in  the fo rm  of land.

T h u s, at a co m p a ra tiv e ly  la te  date, w hen feu d a lism  w a s dying  

or a lrea d y  dead in m u ch of W estern  E u rop e, the a rea  around the  

b ord er  o f Scotland  and E ngland rem a in ed  fix ed  in  the sy s te m  of e a r ly  

fe u d a lism . T he m a jo r  fa m ilie s  had a ll  o f the p r e r o g a t iv e s  of the 

b aro n s o f an e a r l ie r  epoch: the right to tr y  th e ir  own c a s e s  and ad ­

m in is te r  ju stice ;  the r igh t to  m ain ta in  a stand ing a rm y  and to c a rr y  on  

p r iv a te  w a rfare; the o b liga tion  to p er fo rm  m ilita r y  s e r v ic e  fo r  th e ir  

land ten u re , and u lt im a te ly  the r igh t to ru le  th e ir  own f ie f  w ithout 

r e s tr a in t . T he r e s u lt s  can be s e e n  in  th e  s o c ie ty  o f the N orth . M ed i­

e v a l E ngland w as a lw a y s tu m u ltuou s, but in  p la ce  of the outlaw  gan gs  

and iso la te d  m a n sla u g h te r s  that a re  d e sc r ib e d  in  th e P a sto n  le t t e r s ,  

th e N orth a lone continued the tra d itio n  of p r iv a te  w a rfa re  that d en otes  

a v ia b le  feu d al s o c ie ty . ^

One m u st be c a re fu l in  m ak in g  too  g rea t c la im s  fo r  the feudal 

r e n a is sa n c e  of n orth ern  E ngland and sou th ern  Scotland . T he N orth  

w a s, a fter  a l l ,  p art o f  England; the N orth ern  b aron s w ere  in m any  

c a s e s  not n ative  to the r eg io n  and th e ir  p o w ers w ere  not a lw a y s a s  

g r ea t a s  th ey  w ish ed  them  to  be. But the so c ie ty  of the r eg io n  did 

have a d is t in c t iv e n e ss  that s.et it ap art from  the r e s t  of the country and 

w hich s t i l l  e x is t s .  D uring the fou rteen th  and fifteen th  c e n tu r ie s  th is  

d is t in c t iv e n e s s  e x p r e s s e d  i t s e l f  in  the reb ir th  of feu d a lism  that w as  

s e t  o ff by ren ew ed  b ord er  w a rfa re  and w as nurtured by in d igenous  

tr a d it io n s . T h is  fe u d a lism , in  turn , a lte r e d  th e con cep tion  o f ch iv a lry



and in s t il le d  m o r e  life  in to  it  than it had in  oth er s e c t io n s  o f B r ita in . 

T h is  unique con cep tion  of feu d a lism  and ch iv a lry  le f t  it s  m ark  on the  

c h iv a lr ic  lite r a tu r e  co m p osed  in the N orth w est M idland, N o rth ern  and 

S co ttish  d ia le c ts .
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The p reced in g  p ic tu re  of the s o c ia l  and p o lit ic a l con d ition s of 

the N orth  h a s  b een  draw n a lm o st e n t ir e ly  fro m  m o d ern  ra th er  than  

co n tem p o ra ry  s o u r c e s . M ost o f the c h r o n ic le s  o f the N orth  during the  

fou rteen th  and fifteen th  c e n tu r ie s  a re  inadequate fo r  any study o f the  

s o c ia l  and p o lit ic a l con d ition s of the t im e s . T h e se  w o rk s o ffer  lit t le  

beyond a dry r e c ita l  of the m a jo r  e v en ts  of the day. In fa c t , m any of 

the in c id en ts  of b o rd er  l i f e  have probab ly  n ev er  com e to  lig h t b eca u se  

o f the lack  of h is to r ic a l  m a te r ia l. L o ca l h is to r y , a s  su ch , w as not 

u n d erstood  during th is  p er io d . County h is to r ie s  a re  n o n -e x is te n t and, 

w ith the ex cep tio n  o f F r o is s a r t ,  h is to r ia n s  of the t im e  a re  not in te r ­

e s te d  in p resen tin g  the feud al and c h iv a lr ic  v a lu e s  of th e ir  so c ie ty .

The m a jo r ity  of the c h r o n ic le r s  had l it t le  or no r e a so n  to  ex to l the  

g r e a tn e s s  of the b o rd er  m a g n a te s , and qu ite freq u en tly  took p a in s to  

avoid  th e ir  c e leb ra tio n . A b r ie f  ex a m in ation  of th e se  c h r o n ic le s  w ill  

s e r v e  to  d em o n stra te  how l it t le  th ey  add to  our know ledge of the so c ie ty  

of th e N orth .

The S ca la ch ro n ico n  of S ir T h om as G ray i s  p rob ab ly  the m o st  

v a lu ab le . G ray w as an E n g lish  knight who w as captured  in  a border  

s k ir m ish  and w rote  h is  h is to r y  w h ile  a p r iso n e r  o f the S c o ts . * He 

co n c en tr a te s  on the m ilita r y  h is to r y  o f the reg io n  during the f ir s t  h a lf  

of the fou rteen th  cen tu ry , a h is to r y  in  w hich  he p layed  no sm a ll r o le . 

Throughout h is  c h r o n ic le , G ray m en tio n s  the c h iv a lr ic  a c tio n s  o f both  

E n g lish  and S co ts , but h is  p r im a ry  in te r e s t  i s  in  the cam p aign s ra th er  

than in ind iv id u al d eed s . He r a r e ly  m en tio n s  the r o le s  p layed  by the
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n o b le s , but in stea d  co n cen tra tes  on the do in gs of the m o n a rch s . H is  

fo cu s  is  p erh ap s due to  the fa c t that fo r  the f ir s t  th ird  o f the fou rteen th  

cen tu ry  the s itu a tio n  on the b o rd er  w as o f u tm ost con cern  to  the  

E n g lish  k in g s, w h ile  Scotland at th is  tim e  w as b le s s e d  in  havin g one of 

h er  few  e ffe c t iv e  r u le r s :  R obert the B ru ce . C on seq u en tly , th e p e r io d  

G ray w r ite s  about w as a t im e  w hen the b ord er  w a rs  w e re  n ation al and 

conducted  by k in gs ra th er  than lo c a l c o n flic ts  conducted  by n o b le s . -

N e v e r th e le s s , c h iv a lr ic  d eed s a r e  not un noticed . At the b a ttle  

of B annockburn, the E n g lish  baron  H enry de B eacu m on t r e t ir e d  fro m  

the bank o f a r iv e r  to g iv e  h is  e n e m ie s  room  to  figh t. L ike an e a r l ie r  

le a d e r , B yrhtnoth , he w as d efea ted . F o r m a l jo u sts  ap p aren tly  o c ­

cu rred , in tr ig u in g ly  at th e f ir s t  of the m any c o n flic ts  b etw een  P e r c y  

and D ou glas: "Jam es de D ou glas w ith  the E a r l o f M oray had th en  b e ­

s ie g e d  the lo rd  P e r c y  in  A lnw ick  w h ere th er e  w ere  g rea t jo u s ts  of w ar  

by fo r m a l a g reem en t. T he sce n e  i s  r e m in isc e n t  o f  F r o is s a r t ,  and  

a s im ila r  s c e n e  a p p ears in  G o la g ro s  and G aw ain. Indeed, G ray i s  

aw are of the con n ection  b etw een  h is to r y  and ro m a n ce  w hen he  

co m m en ts  on E dw ard B r u c e 's  c a r e e r  in  Irelan d : "He rem a in ed  th ere

tw o y e a r s  and h a lf, p er fo rm in g  th ere  fe a ts  o f a r m s , in f lic tin g  g r ea t  

d estru c tio n  both upon proven d er  and in  o th er  w a y s and conquering  

m u ch  te r r ito r y  w hich  w ould form  a sp len d id  ro m a n ce  w ere  it a ll  

recou n ted . "

But p erh ap s the m o st "rom antic"  of the e p iso d e s  of the  

S ca la ch ro n ico n  co n cern s  an  E n g lish  knight, W illiam  M arm ion . At a
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fe a s t  in  L in co ln , the knight r e c e iv e d  the gift  of  a h e lm et " . . .  w ith a 

le t te r  from  h is  la d y - lo v e  com m anding h im  to  go to the m o st  d an gerou s  

p la c e  in  G reat B r ita in  and cau se  th is  h e lm et to  be fa m o u s. " M arm ion  

w ent to  B erw ick , w hich  w as b e s ie g e d  by the S c o ts , and at the p rom p t­

ing  of T h om as de G ray, the c h r o n ic le r 's  fa th er , sa ll ie d  forth  from  

the c a s t le . He w as wounded in  b attle  but r e sc u e d  by S ir  T h om as.

The S ca la ch ro n ico n  unfortun ately  con ta in s gap s at p r e c is e ly  

the t im e  that m o s t  co n cern s  u s . G ra y 's  h is to r y  of the N orth  ends  

about 1350 w hen the pow er o f the N orthern  m a g n a tes  w as ju st beg inn ing  

to be fe lt . T hus h is  only r e fe r e n c e , a s id e  from  the p a ssa g e  above, 

to  the P e r c ie s ,  i s  that during the s ie g e  o f B erw ick  T h om as de G ray  

w as tw ice  r e lie v e d  by "the lo rd s  de P e r c y  and de N e v ill and th e se  

n o b les  b eca m e w is e , nob le and r ic h  and w ere  of g rea t s e r v ic e  on the  

M a rch es . A fter  1350 w e have on ly  L ela n d 's  su m m ary  to  guide us  

and its  w orth can be e st im a te d  by i t s  a llo c a tio n  o f one line' to  th e b attle  

of N e v i l le 's  C r o s s , the f ir s t  d em on stra tion  of the m ilita r y  m ight o f the 

E n g lish  bord er b a ro n s . When G ra y 's  ch ro n ic le  does r e su m e , it fo c u s e s  

e x c lu s iv e ly  on the F ren ch  w a r s .

M uch of the va lu e  of G ra y 's  w ork d e r iv e s  from  the fa c t that, 

a lon e am ong th e c h r o n ic le s  of th is  t im e , it w as w r itten  by a s o ld ie r ,  

not by a c le r ic .  T h us, G ray i s  not e n tir e ly  u n sym p ath etic  to cer ta in  

S co ttish  k n ig h ts , but he r em a in s  at h ea rt a ch au v in ist and the K in g 's  

m an. T he S co ts  a r e  m o s t ly  tr e a ch ero u s; the E n g lish  w ithout ex cep tio n  

a r e  h e r o ic . R ob ert the B ru ce  i s  n ev er  d eem ed  anything but a r e b e l
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and a tr a ito r . T h is  so r t  of n a t io n a lis t ic  p rid e  i s  ev id en ce  that the  

N orth  had not y e t retu rn ed  to feu d a lism , fo r  the c h a r a c te r is t ic  q u a l­

ity  o f N orth ern  fe u d a lism  w as a com p arative  la ck  of n a tio n a lism . The 

P e r c ie s  and D o u g la se s  c o n sp ired  to g e th er  n e a r ly  a s  often  as  th ey  

fought each  o th er .

An exam p le  o f the n a tio n a lism  of the e a r lie r  p art of the 

fou rteen th  cen tu ry  i s  the C hron icon  de L a n e r c o s t . It i s  of m on k ish  

au th orsh ip  and thus n e v e r  r e la te s  ch iv a lr ic  a c tio n s . G ray, at le a s t ,  

r e s p e c ts  so m e  o f the S c o ts , but the C hronicon r e la te s  only one noble  

deed  of a S co t, a night ra id  by J a m e s  D ouglas on the ten t of E dw ard II 

w hich w as in  the m id st  of the E n g lish  arm y. O nly a fig u re  of the  

m agn itud e of J a m es  D o u g las could o v erco m e  the re lu c ta n ce  o f the  

ch ro n ic le  to  c e le b r a te  c h iv a lr y  or  the S co ts .

T he S co ttish  c h r o n ic le r s , not the ro m an ce  w r ite r s , o ffer  

l it t le  m o re  than th e ir  E n g lish  c o lle a g u e s . B o e c e 's  ch ro n ic le  i s  a huge  

co m p ila tio n  of e a r l ie r  h is t o r ie s  and contain s on ly  a sm a ll s e c t io n  on 

the Scotlan d  of h is  day. L ik e  o th er  c le r ic a l  w r ite r s  he ta k es  a dim  

v iew  of c h iv a lr ic  p r a c t ic e s  and on ly  r a r e ly  m en tio n s  th em . T hus  

W illiam  D ou glas' v a lo r  i s  m en tion ed  only in con n ection  w ith h is  death.

He i s  taken  at the b a ttle  o f Sh rew sb ury , and k illed  b e c a u se  he w as  

"b lason it be fce h e r a ld is  fo r  ane of ]?e m a is t  w a ^ ea n d  ca m p io n is  in  

A lbion . B o e c e  d o es  d is c u s s  in g rea t d eta il the s tru g g le  b etw een  the  

crow n and the n o b ility  and b it te r ly  com p la in s that J a m e s  I 's  n ob les  

w ere  m o r e  in te r e s te d  in  the study of m a r tia l d eed s than in the study o f
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law .  ̂ T h u s, b e c a u se  of B o e c e 's  b ia s  to w a rd s the C row n, he h a s no 

w ish  to  m agn ify  the g lo r ie s  o f th e  n o b ility .

The to ta l p ic tu re  of feu d a lism  and ch iv a lry  in  the N orth  i s  

r e v e a le d  only in  the c h r o n ic le s  of F r o is s a r t .  F r o is s a r t  had w e ll  

known p r e d ile c t io n s  fo r  d e scr ib in g  c h iv a lr ic  d eed s; he co n s id ered  

them  to be a s ig n ifica n t part of h is to r y . B ut the ch iv a lry  he d e ­

s c r ib e s  in  the F r en ch  and o th er  C ontinental w a rs  i s  o f a m a rk ed ly  

d ifferen t ch a r a c ter  from  that ch iv a lry  p re se n ted  in  h is  s e c t io n  on th e  

A n g lo -S c o ttish  b ord er w a rs .

Som e of the b eh a v io r  is  s im ila r . F ren ch , E n g lish  and 

N orth ern  w a r r io r s  a r e  p r a ise d  for  th e ir  trea tm en t of p r is o n e r s , a l ­

though th e  m o st  outstanding ex a m p les  o ccu r  in  the b o rd er  w a r s . At 

O tterburn , fo r  ex a m p le , F r o is s a r t  d w e lls  on the c o u r te sy  b etw een  the 

two s id e s  once the figh tin g  i s  o v er . T he S co ts  a llow  th e ir  wounded  

p r is o n e r s  to  r e c o v e r  b e fo re  p resen tin g  th e m s e lv e s  at the S co ttish  

cou rt. Indeed, the r e la t io n sh ip  b etw een  captor and cap tive  i s  lik e  

that b etw een  G o la g ro s and G awain in  the ro m a n ce . H  "T hey s o  m ad e  

th ere  p r is o n e r s  a s  good ch ere  a s  though th ey  had b een  b re th ren  w ith ­

out doing to  them  any d am age. . .th e  E n g ly ssh em en  founde the S co ttes  

righ t c u r te s s e  and g en ty ll in th e ir  d e ly v era u n ce  and rau n som  so  that

I f 1 ?th ey  w ere  w e ll con ten te .

P a r t of th is  e x tr em e  c o u r te sy , o f c o u r se , i s  a r e s u lt  of the  

c lo s e  bonds b etw een  Scot and E n g lish m an . U nlike th e F ren ch  and
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E n g lish , the com batan ts on the b o rd er  sh ared  s im ila r  in te r e s t s ,  w ere  

often  r e la ted  by b lood , and w ere  a l l ie s  a s  w e ll a s  e n e m ie s . Som e  

sc h o la r s  have poin ted  to  cer ta in  p a s s a g e s  in  F r o is s a r t  a s  d em o n stra t­

ing th e  e m e r g e n c e  o f n a tio n a lism , but h is  d e scr ip tio n  of th e border  

reg io n  r e v e a ls  i t s  feu d a l outlook.

W hile F r o is s a r t  n ev er  co m m en ts  on the unity of p u rp ose  b e ­

tw een  E n g lish  and S co ts  n ob ility , he o ften  r e la te s  in c id en ts  w hich  point 

out the bond. F o r  ex a m p le , during the ev en ts  lea d in g  up to  the o v e r ­

throw  of R ich ard  II, E a r l P e r c y  and H otsp u r, a s  su p p o rters  of 

B olin gb rok e, a r e  b an ish ed  from  the kingdom . T hey appeal to  K ing  

R obert the Stew ard and a ls o  to  E a r l A rch ib a ld  D ou glas who t e l l s  them  

Mif  th ey  neede o f fyve  o r  s ix  hundred s p e a r s , i f  th ey  w er s ig n ified  of

M 1 ^the t im e , th ey  shou ld  be read y  to s e r v e  th em .

F r o is s a r t  d o es  r e a liz e  that th e N orth ern  b aron s had a g rea t  

d ea l of ind ep en den ce fro m  th eir  k in g s. He m en tio n s  that o ften  the  

b ord er  w a rfa re  w as conducted in sp ite  of the S co ttish  and E n g lish  

kin gs' w is h e s . Som e o f the m o re  im portant c la s h e s  a re  s in g led  out, 

p a r tic u la r ly  the b a ttle  of O tterburn , o f w hich  th e h is to r ia n  rem a rk s  

that "the b attle  w a s one of the s o r e s t  and b e s t  foughten w ithout 

co w a rd es or  fa in  h e r te s . F r o is s a r t 's  d e scr ip tio n  o f the fight is  

in sp ira tio n  enough fo r  the la te r  b a lla d s .

Thus we a re  g iv en  a p ic tu re  o f the c h iv a lr ic  v a lu e s  of the  

N orth that i s  in  h arm on y with that p re sen ted  in  the ro m a n c e s: f ie r c e  

lo y a lty  to o n e 's  lord  ra th er  than to o n e 's  king o r  country; cou rteo u s
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trea tm en t of a wounded or captu red  foe; and a con cu rren t a b sen ce  of 

e ith e r  cou rtly  lo v e  or r e lig io u s  fe r v o r . The only knight who w e a rs  a 

favor from  h is  lad y  or who g o e s  to w ar in  h er  s e r v ic e  i s  an  E n g lish  

knight from  th e South, w h ile  in  the se c t io n  of the c h r o n ic le s  that d ea ls  

w ith the C ontinental w a r s , the p r a c tic e  i s  co m m o n p la ce . R e lig io n  

p la y s  no r o le  in F r o is s a r t 's  d e scr ip tio n  of the b o rd er  w a r s . The only  

c h r o n ic le r  o f the t im e s  who a c h ie v e s  the s ta tu s  o f a h is to r ia n  p r e se n ts  

the N orth a s  a s o c ie ty  w h ere  c o u r te sy  and lo c a l lo y a lt ie s  a r e  the p r i­

m a r y  v ir tu e s , not p ie ty , or f itn e ss  fo r  lo v e . It i s  a so c ie ty  w hich

1 ^s e e m s  c lo s e r  to  that o f the f ir s t  age of feu d a lism  d e scr ib e d  by B lo ch  

than to  th e c o u r tlie r  con d ition s o f F ra n ce  and the south of E ngland.

F r o is s a r t ,  the h is to r ia n  w ith an ey e  fo r  r o m a n c e s , o ccu p ie s  

a m id d le  ground b etw een  the ch ro n ic le  w r ite r s  and the w r ite r s  of 

h is to r ic a l ro m a n ce . The on ly  tru e  r e p r e se n ta tiv e  o f the la tte r  gen re  

is  B a rb o u r 's  The B ru ce . The w ork i s  a ro m an ce  b ased  on h is to r y  and  

a s  a ro m a n ce  it e x h ib its  m an y of the q u a lit ie s  and c h a r a c te r is t ic s  o f  

oth er  N orth ern  r o m a n c e s .

B a rb o u r 's  a c cu ra c y  i s  in d eed  open to q u estion , and th e su b ­

jec t h a s  b een  debated am ong sc h o la r s  s in ce  The B ru ce  w as f ir s t  ed ited .

The m a jo r  cru x  h a s b een  B a rb o u r 's  con fu sion  of the tw o R obert  

1 fiB r u c e s . He fa ils  to d is tin g u ish  b etw een  R obert the C la im an t, who 

w as one of the d isp u tan ts for  the S co ttish  throne a fte r  the death of 

A lex a n d er , and h is  grandson , R obert the K ing. E a r ly  r e s e a r c h e r s  of 

The B ru ce  m ade m uch o f th is  in a ccu ra cy , and b eca u se  of it  the w ork
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w as fo r  a long w h ile  co n s id ered  to be u n h is to r ica l.

H ow ever, S ch ofie ld  a ttem p ted  t o  r e s to r e  B a rb o u r 's  au th en­

t ic ity  and to g iv e  p la u sib le  r e a so n s  for the fa c tu a l e r r o r s .  He n o tes  

that "hardly a s in g le  l i t e r a r y  judgm ent h a s b een  p a s se d  on in w hich  

th e au th o r 's  d ep a rtu res  from  fact have not b een  dw elt upon out of a ll  

p rop ortion  to  th e ir  a r t is t ic  s ig n if ic a n c e . He p o in ts  out that the  

only  m a jo r  e r r o r  in  the poem  is  the m is ta k en  id en tity  o f the e ld e r  

B ru ce . T h is  e r r o r  o c c u r s  on ly  in the f ir s t  tw o can tos and the d eed s  

of the C laim an t a r e  n ev er  r e fe r r e d  to  aga in . F u rth e rm o re , B arb our  

n ev er  c o n fu ses  the p e r s o n a lit ie s  of the tw o. A lthough S c h o fie ld 's  

contention  that the con fu sion  i s  m e r e ly  a r e s u lt  o f corru p tion  in the  

m a n u scr ip t-  he c la im s  that "ere"  in  lin e  890 should  be read  a s  

"heir"-*®  i s  not e n t ir e ly  con vin cin g , he d o es  fo r c e fu lly  argu e  that 

B arbour c o n sc io u s ly  com bined  the tw o B r u c e s  fo r  p u rp o ses  of un ity. 

S im ila r ly , B arbour n ev er  r e f e r s  to  W illiam  W allace  so  that th e  g lo r y  

of h is  h ero  r em a in s  u n su llied  and u n riv a led .

In p art, b e c a u se  of S ch o fie ld 's  r e a s s e s s m e n t ,  la te r  c r i t ic s  

a re  now no lo n g er  doubtful of the h is to r ic ity  of m uch o f B a rb o u r 's  

p oem . A  study o f court docum en ts fro m  the tim e  c o rr o b o r a te s  the  

b a s ic  m a tter  of the p oem . G. W. S. B arro w , in  h is  study of R obert

B ru ce  and the W ar of Independ en ce, r e l i e s  e x te n s iv e ly  on B arb our and

20c o n s id e r s  h im  to be an a ccu ra te  so u r ce  fo r  the h is to r y  of the t im e s .

Judged a s  a h is to r ic a l  w ork , The B ru ce  is  far su p er io r  to  

oth er h is to r ie s  o f the r eg io n , w ith the ex cep tio n  o f F r o is s a r t ,  in  th e
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q u a lit ie s  o f fa ir m in d e d n e ss  and a c c u r a c y . The o c c a s io n a l in a c c u r a ­

c ie s  a re  a c tu a lly  tr iv ia l  com p ared  w ith th o se  of B a rb o u r 's  con tem p o­

r a r ie s .  M o reo v er , T he B ru ce  la c k s  the v in d ic tiv e  o n e -s id e d n e s s  that 

m a r s  so  m uch of the o th er  c h r o n ic le s . W hile B arb our i s  w r itin g  a

p oem  c e leb ra tin g  n ational lib er a tio n  he i s  n e ith er  b lind to the v ir tu e s

21of m any o f the E n g lish  nor unaw are of the fa u lts  of h is  p ro ta g o n ist.

A y m er  de V a le n c e , a leg en d a ry  fig u re  of c h iv a lry , i s  tr e a ted  

w ith  a d m ira tio n  and r e s p e c t  although he i s  the fo r e m o st  E n g lish  w a r r i­

o r . F o r  ex a m p le , a fter  the E n g lish  v ic to r y  at M ethven, K ing Edw ard  

i s  overjoyed :

And fo r  d isp yt bad draw  and hing  
A ll the p r is o n e r is  thocht th a i w ar m a .
B ot sch y r  A y m ery  did nocht sua;
T o sum  bath land and ly ff  g a iff  he  
T o le v e  the B r u y s s is  few te .

E a r l ie r , w hen r e la t in g  the m u rd er  of John de Com yn by B ru ce  w h ile

the fo r m e r  w as tak ing sa n ctu ary  at the k irk  at D u m fr ie s , B arb ou r d o es

not a b so lv e  h is  h ero  of w ron g-d o in g :

H e m y sd ed  th a ir  g r e t ly , but w er  
That gave na gyrth  to  the a w ter .
T h arfor  sa  hard  m y s c h e if f  h im  fe l l  
That Ik h erd  n e v ir  in  R om anys t e l l  
O ff m an  sa  hard fraynt a s  w es  he 
That e ft ir w a r  com  to  s ic  bounte*.

(I, 673 -6 7 8 )

T hus he c o n s id e r s  a la r g e  part of B r u c e 's  la te r  m is fo r tu n e s  and f a i l ­

u r e s  to  be ex p ia tio n  fo r  h is  s a c r i le g e .

In on ly  one a sp e c t  o f h is to r ic a l  w r itin g  can B arb our be fau lted : 

h is  c o m p le te n e s s . He m en tio n s  nothing of W allace  and he c o v e r s  the
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e a r ly  p er io d  of the W ar of Independence in s c a r c e ly  m o r e  than a 

d ozen  l in e s .  The p oem  con c lu d es w ith the death of J a m e s  D ou glas in  

Spain. The r e a so n  fo r  th is  in c o m p le te n e ss  i s  c lea r : he i s  not w r itin g  

a ch ro n ic le  but a ro m a n ce . ^  B arb our h im s e lf  in d ic a te s  th is  w hen he  

b eg in s  w ith  the c h a r a c te r is t ic  m in s tr e l 's  in vocation : " L o rd in g is , quha 

l ik is  for" till h e r / T he R om anys now begynn ys h e r . (I, 4 4 4 -4 4 5 ). "

The d iffe re n c e  b etw een  the m ed ie v a l co n cep tion  o f h is to r y  

and ro m a n ce  i s  too  co m p lex  to  be ad eq u ately  d is c u s se d  h e r e , but the  

fact that B arbour c o n sc io u s ly  l im it s  h is  m a te r ia l to a ch iev e  h is  p u rp ose  

p o in ts  out the d iffe re n c e  b etw een  h is  w ork and F r o is s a r t 's .  The 

la t t e r 's  w ork , w h ile  b u sy  w ith c h iv a lr ic  u n d ertak in gs and cou rtly  

v ir tu e s , n e v e r th e le s s  o r g a n iz e s  i t s  m a te r ia l on a ch ro n o lo g ica l and a 

g eo g ra p h ica l b a s is .  T hus, for  a g iven  y e a r  w e a r e  to ld  of the ev en ts  in  

a p a r tic u la r  th ea tre : F r a n c e , E ngland, Spain and so  forth . F r o is s a r t  

h a s no s in g le  h e r o , n or  i s  th ere  a s in g le  th em e . The B ru ce , on the  

oth er hand, fo c u s e s  not m e r e ly  on the life  o f R obert but m o r e  p r e ­

c is e ly  on h is  s tr u g g le  to  reg a in  the throne and on the fr ie n d s  who help  

him  in that s tr u g g le . M ost of the s e e m in g ly  ex tra n eo u s  in c id en ts  a r e  

th e m a tic a lly  r e la te d  to  the cen tra l story; fo r  ex a m p le , E dw ard B r u c e 's

cam p aign s in  Ireland  a re  p re se n ted  a s  a p a r a lle l to  R o b er t's  ca m -

24p a ign s in  Scotland  and E ngland. T h ose  th em es  w hich B arbour  

e m p h a s iz e s  a r e , to  a la r g e  ex ten t, p rod u cts  of th e sa m e  feu d a l v a lu e s  

w hich a r e  p r e -e m in e n t in both the h is to r y  and the l ite r a tu r e  o f th e  

N orth .
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S ch o fie ld 's  a n a ly s is  of the co rru p tio n s in  th e  m a n u scr ip ts  is  

p erh ap s to o  co n jectu ra l to  be r e a d ily  a ccep ted , but in  th e co u r se  of 

h is  study he d oes point out one of the unifying th em es  of the w ork. A s  

S ch o fie ld  s e e s  it , the b a s ic  th em e of the poem  is  the s tru g g le  o f B ru ce
p c

and D ou glas to  r eg a in  th e ir  in h e r ita n c e s . Both have b een  d is p o s ­

s e s s e d  b y  the E n g lish , and at the c o n c lu s io n  of the w ork , both have  

b een  r e s to r e d  to  th e ir  a n c e s tr a l r ig h ts . Indeed, the f ir s t  t im e  w e  

h ea r  of D ou glas he h a s b een  d ep r iv ed  of h is  fa th e r 's  lan d s w hich  have  

been  taken  o v er  by the E a r l of C liffo rd . He retu rn s to Scotland  from  

e x ile  in P a r is :

And thocht that he w ald ham e. agayne  
T o luk gy ff he throw  ony payn  
M ych w yn agayn h is  h ery ta g e  
And h is  m e n  out o f a ll th r y lla g e .

(I, 350 -353)

F u rth er  co n cern  fo r  the n eed s  o f in h er ita n ce  i s  s e e n  w hen, ju st b e fo re  

the b attle  o f B annockburn, the king a d d r e s s e s  h is  tr o o p s  and sw e a r s  

that:

G iff ony d ey s  in  th is  b a ta ille  
H is ayr  but w ard r e le f f ,  o r  ta i le ,
On th fy r s t  day s a i l  w eld
A ll be he n e v ir  sa  young o ff e ild .

(VIII, 9 7 8 -9 8 1 )

A lthough th e se  e x a m p le s  do not p rove  S ch o fie ld 's  con ten tion  that 

R obert i s  r e fe r r e d  to  a s  th e h e ir  of R obert the C la im an t, the fact r e ­

m a in s  that B arbour d oes e m p h a size  the th em e of r igh tfu l in h er ita n ce  

e ith e r  from  h is  gran d father  or  fro m  h is  g e n e ra l a n c e s to r s .

In add ition  to  th is  th em e o f in h er ita n ce , B arb our a ls o
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p r e se n ts  th e m e s  of the p rop er v ir tu e s  in  h is  s e n te n t ia e . F req u en tly  

the poet w ill in terru p t the action  to  com m en t on a p a r ticu la r  m o r a l  

code w hich  i s  e ith e r  bein g  hon ored  or d iso b ey ed . T hus B arbour  

in d ic a te s  th o se  v ir tu e s  w hich  he m o st  p r iz e s .

The f ir s t  o f th e se  b rea k s  i s  the w e ll known en com iu m  on  

freed o m  w hich  b eg in s  "A, fred om e i s  a nob le th ing, " a c a ll fo r  lib e r ty  

that i s  m a tch ed  in  N orth ern  M iddle E n g lish  ro m a n ce  only by G o la g r o s1 

f ie r c e  d ec la ra tio n  of ind ep en d en ce in  G o la g ro s  and G aw ain. B a rb o u r 's  

m a in  contention  in  th e s e c t io n  i s  that th ra lld om  is  a m is e r a b le  sta te  

b eca u se  a th r a ll 's  lo rd  h a s  m o r e  c la im s  o v e r  h im  than h is  w ife  d oes  

and m a r r ia g e  " is the h a rd est band that ony m an m a y  tok on hand. "

The p a r ticu la r  type of bondage that B arb ou r la m e n ts , th en , i s  the  

r e la t io n  b etw een  a lo rd  and a s e r f . T hus h e  co m p a res  the p ligh t of 

the S co ttish  lo r d s  w ith  that of s e r f s .  It i s  c le a r  that B arbour i s  not 

advocatin g  a new  so c ie ty ; ra th er  he i s  com m en tin g  on the d ifferen ce  

b etw een  the lo r d -v a s s a l  bond and lo r d - s e r f  bonds. The c r im e  of the  

E n g lish  i s ,  th e r e fo r e , th e ir  b reak in g  of the feud al bond, w hich  a llo w s  

fo r  r e s p e c t  b etw een  lo rd  and v a s s a l ,  and th e ir  d egrad ation  of the  

S co ts  fro m  v a s s a ls ,  or ev en  con qu ered  e n e m ie s , to  the le v e l  of s e r f s .

The next v ir tu e  that B arb ou r p r a is e s  i s  one that i s  at the h ea r t  

of ch iv a lry  and i s  a sc r ib e d  to  e v e r y  h ero  in  the poem : v a lo r , or  

"w orsh ip . " If freed o m  " m ak is a m a n  t i l  h ave  lik in g , " th en  "w orsch ip  

i s  a p erfy t th in g / F o r  m a y s s  m en  t i l l  h a iff lo v in g . " The p a r ticu la r  

v a lo r  that B arbour a d m ir e s  i s  a v a lo r  born  o f w isd o m  and a lw a y s
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fo r m a st i s /  And the tothyt i s  c o w a r ty ss . " We sh a ll note la te r  how a

s im ila r  th em e i s  found in  the A llite r a t iv e  M orte A rth ur, w h ere

G awain im p etu o u sly  r u sh e s  into b a ttle , the seco n d  tim e  to  h is  death.

P erh a p s  one m igh t a ls o  point to  the G awain p o e t's  im p lied  c r it ic is m

of A rthur and G awain for  so  lig h tly  and h e e d le s s ly  a ccep tin g  the G reen

K n igh t's  ch a llen g e . ^6

T he p a r a lle l s e e m s  c lo s e r  w hen we c o n s id e r  B a rb o u r 's

c h a r a c ter iz a tio n  of E dw ard B ru ce . R obert and J a m e s  D ou glas a re

a lw a y s p o rtra y ed  a s  h e r o e s  who n ev er  lo s e  th e ir  w its  and who know

w hen to  r e tr e a t . E dw ard , h o w ev er , i s  a lw a y s plunging in to  danger

and, b e c a u se  of h is  "fule haoym ent"  u n d erta k es h is  I r ish  cam p aign

w ith  in su ffic ien t r e s o u r c e s  and i s  s la in . B arb our m a k es  c le a r  the

e r r o r  of E dw ard B ru ce  and h is  m en:

On th is  s i s s  w as th a i noble m en  
F o r  w ilfu ln e ss  a l l  le s y t  th en .
And that w es  syn e  and g ret p ite  
F o r  had th a ir  o w tr a g eo u ss  bounte  
B ene led  w ith w yt and w ith m e s u r e .
Bot g iff  the m a r  m y sg iv en tu r
B ene fa llyn  thaim  it su ld  rych t hard th ing
B e to  led e  thaim  t i l l  ow treyn g.
B ot g r e t  o w trageou s so rq u ed ry  
G ert thaim  a ll  h e r  s o r sc h ip  by.

(XII, 8 6 1 -8 6 9 )

In ad d ition  to  p ro p er  "w orschip"  in  a s o ld ie r , B arb our  

co m m en ts  on p ro p er  v a lo r  in  a com m an d er. He r e a s o n s  that an a rm y  

g a in s  i t s  v a lo r  from  it s  le a d e r  and that i f  h e  i s  cow ard ly , it  w ill  be 

too . B arb our e m p h a s iz e s  that th e g rea t v ir tu r e  o f R ob ert la y  not only



in  h is  own p r o w e ss  but a lso  in h is  a b ility  to  in sp ire  con fid en ce  in h is  

m en . W henever he i s  unable to le a d  h is  a rm y , u su a lly  b e c a u se  of h is  

i l ln e s s e s ,  th ey  a re  in v a r ia b ly  d efeated .

A fter  v a lo r  and the a b ility  to  le a d  m en  it s e e m s  on ly  in e v ita ­

b le  that B arb ou r com m en t on the con com itan t v ir tu e  of lo y a lty . A s in  

oth er  N orth ern  r o m a n c e s , "trouthe" or  "lawte" i s  at the c e n te r  of the  

p oem . T im e  and aga in  B arbour p r a is e s  the lo y a lty  o f B r u c e 's  l i e u ­

ten a n ts. The E n g lish , on the o th er hand, a re  o ften  gu ilty  of tr e a c h e r y  

or o f the a ttem pted  co rru p tion  of a Scot to  b etra y  h is  king. R o b er t's  

g r e a te s t  p e r i ls  a lw a y s com e when h is  su b jec ts  and v a s s a ls  do not g iv e  

him  h is  r igh tfu l sup p ort, a s  in the c a s e  o f the C om yns.

In co n tra st to B r u c e 's  e n e m ie s , the fig u re  of D o u g la s , who 

c o m e s  c lo se  to  dom inating the ro m a n ce , i s  s in g le d  out a s  m u ch  for  

h is  lo y a lty  a s  fo r  h is  s k il l  in  b a ttle . D ou glas' death w hile figh tin g  the 

M oors in  Spain, w hen he a ttem p ts to  c a rr y  out h is  k in g 's  la s t  req u est  

i s  a v ir tu a l a p o th eo sis  of the "law te" that he h a s  d em o n stra ted  th rou gh ­

out. The fin a l e le g y  upon him  e m p h a s iz e s  th o se  v ir tu e s  w hich  B arbour  

ev id en tly  ad m ired  m o st:

F o r  he w as sw e te  and debonar,
And w e ill  couth tr e te  h y s fren d s  far .
And h is  fa y is  rych  fe llo u n ly  
Stonay, throw  h ys ch eva lry ;
The quhethir off l it t le  a fte r  w es he 
O ur a ll  th ing lu ffit he la w te .
At tre so u n  grow yt he sua g r e t ly  
That na tray tou r  m ycht be h im  by,
That he m ych t wyt that he ne su ld  be 
W eill punyst off h is  c ru e lte .

(XIV, 1101-1110)
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C o u rtesy  i s  a s  p r iz ed  in  The B ru ce  a s  v a lo r  and lo y a lty . We 

have a lrea d y  s e e n  how A y m er  de V a len ce  i s  s in g led  out am ong the  

E n g lish  for  h is  co m p a ra tiv e ly  gen tle  trea tm en t o f S co ttish  p r is o n e r s .

In c o n tr a st , E d w ard 's  b la ck est c r im e s  a re  a lw a y s  r e fu sa l to  tr e a t h is  

p r is o n e r s  hon orab ly . The g r im m e s t  exam p le  of th is  o c c u r s  ju st b e ­

fo re  h is  death . The dying king, w hen a sk ed  what should  be done w ith  

so m e S co ttish  c a p tiv e s , r e p lie s :  "H yngis and d raw ys. " B arb ou r  

co m m en ts:

That w es  w ondir o f s ic  sa w is;
That he to  the dede w as n er
Suld a n sw er  apon s ic  m an er
F o r  ow ten m enyng and m e r c y .

(I ll, 550 554)

An im a g e  o f the id e a l knight who co m b in es  a ll  of th e se  

v ir tu e s  i s  draw n in  B a rb o u r 's  paean  to  T h om as R andolph, the k in g 's  

nephew  and la te r  the e a r l of M oray. He i s  " cu ra g eo u s, w y s s , w orthy  

and w ycht, " but " a lso  of a s  so v er n e  g r e t b ou n te ."  (VII, 5 7 2 -7 5 ). In 

addition , he is  " c u r ta is s  at poynt and debonayr. " A s do the o th er  

kn ights in  the ro m a n ce , "law te he low yt atour a ll th ing. . . F a ls e t  

tr e so u n  and fe lo n y  he stud agayne ay  e n c r e ly  (VLI, 5 8 6 -5 8 9 ). " T hus, 

B a rb o u r 's  id ea l knight i s  co u rteo u s , m e r c ifu l, v a lia n t and lo y a l.

T h e se  a re  the m a jo r  c h iv a lr ic  v ir tu e s  m en tion ed  in  T he B r u c e . 

H ow ever, th ere  a re  tw o v ir tu e s  of g rea t im p o rta n ce  in  the la te r  

ch iv a lr ic  lite r a tu r e  of the C ontinent w hich  a r e  not e m p h a sized  h ere :  

p ie ty  and cou rtly  lo v e . W hile F r o is s a r t 's  c h r o n ic le s  a r e  fu ll of 

kn ights who do b attle  to  ga in  th e ir  la d y 's  fa v o r s , on ly  on ce  is  th is
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cu stom  m en tion ed  in  The B r u c e . When J a m e s  Douglas ca p tu res h is  

own c a s t le ,  w hich  had b een  in  E n g lish  han ds, the w arden , S ir John o f  

W ebtoun, i s  s la in  and on h is  body a le t te r  from  a lady i s  found w hich  

s a y s  that he m u st keep  the D ouglas' c a s t le  for  a y e a r  to  ga in  h er  lo v e . 

B arb our m a k es  no com m en t on the in c id en t, but k eep ing  in m ind h is  

techn iq u e of m ak ing  a point through co n tra stin g  c h a r a c te r s  one s e e s  a 

d ifferen ce  b etw een  D ou glas' d e s ir e  to r eg a in  h is  a n c e s tr a l land and the 

E n g lish  kn igh t's ra th er  fr iv o lo u s  r e a s o n s  for  defending the c a s t le .

A ll of B a rb o u r 's  f ig u r e s  a r e  p iou s and the A rch d ea co n  of 

A b erd een  m a k es  su r e  to  in clu d e a fa ir  am ount o f r e lig io n . H ow ever, 

B r u c e 's  attem pt to  reg a in  h is  kingdom  i s  n ev er  co n ce iv ed  of in  r e lig io u s  

t e r m s -  he is  figh tin g  no h o ly  w ar and in fact is  h im s e lf  g u ilty  of s a c r i ­

le g e . S im ila r ly , B r u c e 's  g rea t v ic to r ie s  a re  n ev er  a ttr ib u ted  to  D iv in e  

a s s is ta n c e  but ra th er  to h is  own se c u la r  v ir tu e s . B e s id e s ,  w e find no 

m y s t ic is m  in  The B r u c e - no G ra il Q uest or G alahad fig u re . R e lig io n  

p la y s  no a c tiv e  r o le  apart from  it s  p la ce  in  the u su a l d u ties  o f kn igh t­

hood. T o be su r e , K ing R obert a sk s  the D ouglas to  ca rr y  h is  h ea rt in  

the w a r s  a g a in st the M u s lim s , but h is  r ea so n  i s  not e n tir e ly  cru sad in g  

zea l; ra th er , he i s  a ttem p tin g  to  atone fo r  the m an y m u rd er s  he had  

co m m itted  in  the W ars of Independence.

T he b e lie f  that B arb ou r is  not in te r e s te d  in c h iv a lr y  or  p e r so n -  

27a l lo y a lt ie s  i s  an  o v e r s im p lif ie d  one. C erta in ly , th ere  is  n a tio n a lis t  

p rid e  in  the p oem . B a rro w  contends r ig h tly  that the War of Independence  

m a te r ia liz e d  the con cep t of "the com m unity  of th e r e a lm . Y et
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B a rb o u r 's  n a tio n a lism  i s  not so  e x tr e m e  a s  to  p rec lu d e  the p o s s ib il ity  

of b r a v e ry  and c h iv a lr y  on the E n g lish  s id e  and tr e a c h e r y  on the  

S co ttish  s id e . In fa c t, B arbour m a k es  no a ttem p t to  co n cea l the 

n u m erou s w a r s  that th e B ru ce  w aged a g a in st h is  own p eo p le .

P a r t o f the r e a so n  for  th is  b a lan ced  v ie w , a b a la n ce  em p h a­

s iz e d  by co m p a r iso n  w ith con tem p orary  c h r o n ic le s , i s  that a s  a r o ­

m a n ce  w r ite r  B arb our h a s  a s  one of h is  ch ie f p u rp o ses  the ex a lta tio n  

of c h iv a lr ic  v ir tu e s , no m a tter  w h ere  it o c c u r s . Of c o u r se , he is  not 

w ithout h is  b ia s e s ;  o f c o u r se  he i s  not w ithout n a t io n a lism - he i s  a fter  

a ll  w ritin g  a ro m an ce  about recen t e v e n ts , not about a leg en d a ry  k in g ­

dom . Y et h is  n a tio n a lism  is  a good  deal l e s s  e x trem e  than that of 

Southern E n g lish  r o m a n c e s . F u r th e rm o re , to  sa y  that he i s  a h u m an i­

ta r ia n  con cern ed  w ith "fredom e" and’rycht"  i s  to  apply m o d ern  d e f i­

n itio n s of th e se  te r m s  to an e n t ir e ly  d ifferen t con cep tion  of B a rb o u r 's .

T o sa y  fu rth er  that B arbour i s  m o re  d e m o c r a tic  and l e s s

O Q
feu d al than oth er ro m a n ce  w r ite r s  i s  aga in  to  m isu n d ersta n d  m e d i­

ev a l co n cep ts . T he B ru ce  is  m o re  " d em ocratic"  than n o n -N o rth ern  

r o m a n c e s  in  that the com m on  p eop le  o ften  p lay  an im p ortant r o le  and  

in  fa c t th e ir  a p p earan ce  g iv e s  a d is tin c tiv e  f la v o r  to the p oem . But 

th is  ap p earan ce o f v ir tu e  am ong the com m on p eop le  i s  not un usual in  

N orth ern  ro m an ce  a s  ev id en ced  by G awain and the C arl o f C a r lis le  or  

T he T a ill  o f R auf C o il3 e a r .

T h is  c o m m o n er 's  c h iv a lr y  that a p p ea rs  in N orth ern  ro m a n ce  

i s  ro o ted  in  the h is to r ic a l  r e a lity  o f th e  t im e s , fo r  m u ch  o f th e  figh tin g



85

and ra id in g  on both s id e s  o f the b ord er  w as conducted  by th e com m on  

p eo p le . In fa c t, m uch  of the stren g th  of the N orth ern  b aron s lay  in  

th e ir  a b ility  to r a is e  la r g e  a r m ie s  o f tough ex p er ien ced  figh ting  m en  

at sh ort n o tice . H ow ever, th is  d em o cra tiza tio n  o f w ar d o es  not 

b esp eak  any lack  of feu d a lism ; r a th er , it  d e m o n str a te s  the ex ten t to  

w hich  feu d a lism  had p erm ea ted  the N orth ern  r e g io n s . F o r , a s  we 

have see n , even  the com m on p eop le  held  th e ir  land  from  a lo rd  in

O f ]

exch an ge fo r  m ilita r y  s e r v ic e .  T he r e la t io n sh ip , of c o u r se , d if fe r ­

ed from  that of the lo r d -v a s s a l ,  but it s t i l l  depended on the p r e m is e  of 

lo y a lty  and v a lo r . D em o cra cy  and feu d a lism  a re  co n tra d ic to ry  co n ­

cep ts  tod ay, but in  the con text of b ord er  s o c ie ty  in  the fou rteen th  and 

fifteen th  c e n tu r ie s  th ey  w e re  not.

The im a g e  of c h iv a lr y  that i s  p r e se n te d  in  The B ru ce  is  

s im ila r  to  that w hich  F r o is s a r t  d e s c r ib e s  in  h is  c h r o n ic le s  o f  the 

N orth , and r e s e m b le s  that of an o ld er  e ra , "the old  fe u d a lism . " The 

v ir tu e s  m o s t  p r iz ed  a r e  th o se  of the C hansons de G e ste , and the e a r ly  

contin en ta l A rthu rian  r o m a n c e s . V a lo r , lo y a lty , and c o u r te sy  p r e ­

dom inate a s  w e ll a s  the a ch iev em en t o f o n e 's  feu d al r ig h ts . P ie ty  i s  

a ls o  r e sp e c te d , but not in the s e n se  of La Q u este  d e l Saint G raal or  

the P e r le s v a u s . C ourtly  lo v e  in v o lv e s  on ly  o u ts id e r s  to  the reg io n . 

B a rb o u r 's  w ork m a y  have b een  w ritten  at the req u est o f a king to  

g lo r ify  h is  lin e , but it i s  not a product of n a tio n a lism  o r  m o n a s t ic ism .

It r em a in s  f ir m ly  feud al in  outlook.

One h a s  on ly  to com p are  The B ru ce  w ith  The W a lla ce  to
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r e c o g n iz e  the d ifferen ce  b etw een  a w ork of n a tio n a lism  and one of

feu d a lism . The W a lla ce , w ritten  at le a s t  a hundred y e a r s  a fter  The

31B r u c e , i s  m u ch  m o re  o r ien ted  tow ard s ch au vin ism  than ch iv a lry .

A lso , s in c e  it w as w r itten  w ell a fter  the e v en ts  it d e s c r ib e s , it  is  

w o r th le s s  a s  a h is to r ic a l  docum ent. F in a lly , B lind H a r ry 's  w ork h a s  

t r a c e s  o f  " a u rea te1' d ic tion  and i s  c le a r ly  a product of the S co ttish  

L ite r a r y  R e n a issa n ce  ra th er  than o f the M iddle A g e s .

S ch o fie ld 's  study of the authorsh ip  of The W allace  p o in ts  out 

the d ifferen ce  b etw een  the tw o S co ttish  h is to r ic a l  r o m a n c e s . A lthough  

one m a y  not e n t ir e ly  a ccep t h is  c o n c lu s io n s  about the o r ig in  o f The 

W a lla c e , and c e r ta in ly  h is  a s so c ia t io n  of B lin d  H arry  w ith such  

f ig u r e s  o f m yth o logy  a s  Odin or O ss ia n  or T a lie s s in  i s  not co n ­

v in c in g , 32 so m e  o f h is  fin d in gs do sh ed  som e ligh t on the q u a lit ie s  of 

B lin d  H a r ry 's  w ork . S ch o fie ld  c la im s  that "Blind H arry" i s  on ly  a 

pseu d on ym , ch o sen  b e c a u se  of i t s  a s so c ia t io n s  w ith the leg en d a ry  p ast  

and w ith p rop h ecy , m uch  lik e  M erlin  o r  T h om as the R h ym er, and 

that the author, in  sp ite  of h is  p ro te s ta tio n s  o f being a "burel m an"  

w a s n e ith er  b lind nor a m in s tr e l. In stead  he w as a m an  attach ed  to  

the cou rt, p o s s ib ly  a h era ld , who w as g r e a t ly  in flu en ced  by C haucer  

and who w as fu lly  co n v ersa n t w ith the l it e r a r y  con ven tion s of the 

S co ttish  R e n a is sa n c e . 33

S ch ofie ld  b e l ie v e s  that the a u th o r 's  p u rp ose  w as to  in c ite  the 

S co ts  to  m ake w ar on the E n g lish . He a g r e e s  w ith N e ilso n 3 4  that The 

W allace  w as w r itten  at a tim e  of te n s io n s  w hen Edw ard IV w as p lotting
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w ith  e x ile d  S co ttish  n o b les  to  overth row  the S co ts  king. H ow ever, the  

h is to r ic a l  va lu e  of the poem  is  n e g lig ib le  s in c e  H a rry 's  p u rp ose  w as  

"to fan a p e s t ile n t  q u a rre l. "35 F u rth er , th e r ig id  n a tio n a lism  and the 

need  to  in c ite  the S co ts  m a k es  any c h iv a lr ic  a ttitu d e, such  a s  that o f  

T he B ru ce , n e a r ly  im p o ss ib le .

W hether o r  not B lind  H arry w a s the author of The W allace  

and w heth er or not he w a s a m in s tr e l , th e poem  i s  c le a r ly  a product 

of the S co ts  cou rt and of the court lite r a tu r e . B arb our, it i s  tru e , 

w rote  at cou rt, but it w as a court w ithout a native l it e r a r y  tra d itio n  

and w ithout a stron g  k ing at w ar w ith  h is  n o b les . The court of R obert 

the Stew ard w as so  dom inated  by the n o b ility  that any p r e te n s io n s  to  

ro y a l p r e r o g a t iv e s  w ere  m u ted . T he B r u c e , th e r e fo r e , i s  not a poem  

d ed ica ted  to  a k ing, 3? but i s  ra th er  a p aean  to  the r e d e e m e r s  of a 

nation  w hich  ap p ortion s a s  m u ch  p r a is e  to  the n o b les  surroundin g the  

B ru ce  a s  to  the B ru ce  h im se lf . T he W a lla ce , h o w ev er , i s  a cou rtly  

poem  w ritten , it i s  tru e , not to  g lo r ify  a m on arch , but it h a s  a s  part of 

it s  a im s  the u n ifica tio n  o f the country aga in st the tr e a so n  of som e of 

the lead in g  n o b le s , and a ls o  the in sp ir in g  o f a p a tr io tic  fe r v o r  aga in st  

the E n g lish .

H enry the M in stre l a ttem p ts to  c re a te  a sa in tly  national h ero . 

W illiam  W allace  is  n ev er  in  the w rong, not ev en  when he s la y s  one of 

h is  own m en  on the s lig h te s t  su sp ic io n  of tr e a so n . W a lla c e 's  m o t i­

v a tion s fo r  h is  d eed s a re  b a sed  not on the feu d al o n es  of r ec o v e r in g  

o n e 's  fa m ilia l in h er ita n ce , but ra th er  on the m u rd er  of h is  fa m ily .
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One w on d ers what B a rb o u r 's  attitud e to w ard s W allace w ould have been , 

s in c e  H enry t e l l s  u s that w hile  W allace  sp a red  w om en and ch ild ren  he 

n ev er  took  p r is o n e r s  w hen he fought the E n g lish . In fa c t, W a lla c e 's  

only co u rteo u s deed c o m e s  w hen he sp a r e s  the life  o f a captured  

p ira te  and a ls o  w in s  h is  pardon from  the F ren ch  king. But th is  e p i­

sode and o th ers  lik e  it see m  to  be r e m in is c e n c e s  from  e a r l ie r  r o ­

m a n ce s  about B r it is h  h e r o e s  abroad. ^8 F o r  ex a m p le , during one o f  

W a lla c e 's  so jo u rn s  in  F r a n c e , he fig h ts  a lio n , u n arm ed , ju st a s  

R ichard  d o es  in  R ich ard  C oeur de L ion .

The h is to r ic a l  a ccu ra cy  of The B ru ce  h a s b een  d is c u s se d  

ab ove. A s a c o r o lla r y , B arb our i s  e x tr e m e ly  p r e c is e  about h is  

geography; B r u c e 's  t r a v e ls  through Scotland  a re  w e ll d ocum en ted  and  

m ake s e n s e  lo g is t ic a l ly .  T he W a lla ce , on the o th er  hand, i s  c h a r a c ­

te r iz e d  by the ty p ic a lly  ro m an ce  v a g u e n e ss  of lo c a le . W a lla c e 's  

w an d erin gs se e m  im p ro b a b le , p a r tic u la r ly  the exten t o f h is  b ord er  

ra id s  w hich  take h im  a s  fa r  south a s  London. ^9

In sh o r t, T he W allace  com pared  w ith The B ru ce  i s  m u ch  l e s s  

of a h is to r y  and m u ch  m o re  of a ro m a n ce . 49 H ow ever, it i s  m u ch  l e s s  

of a c h iv a lr ic  ro m a n ce . T he d if fe r e n c e s  b etw een  the tw o w o rk s a re  

in part th e r e s u lt  of the d if fe r e n c e s  in  the backgrounds of th e ir  com p o­

s itio n .

The B ru ce  w as w ritten  at the h eigh t of the b o rd er  tro u b les  

and at a tim e  w hen feu d al m a g n a tes  on both s id e s  of the b ord er  had 

stren gth  enough to  op en ly  ch a llen ge th e ir  k in g s. The s ty le  o f w a rfa re
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that B arb ou r d e s c r ib e s , c h iv a lr ic  in  sp ite  of i t s  fe r o c ity , w a s m o r e  a 

r e f le c t io n  o f h is  own t im e s  than of the p er io d  of the W ars o f In d e­

p en d en ce. C on seq u en tly  h is  w ork i s  b a sed  on the old  feu d al v ir tu e s  of 

v a lo r , lo y a lty , and c o u r te sy , w ith  a d efin ite  b ia s  to w a rd s a lim ita tio n  

of cen tra l au th ority . The f ig u r e s  o f  B ru ce , D ou g las, or  R andolph  

w ould not be out o f p la c e  in  a C hanson de G e ste , or an e a r ly  C h retien  

ro m a n ce , but th ey  would be r e le g a te d  to  a seco n d a ry  p o s it io n  behind  

su ch  la te r  f ig u r e s  o f ro m a n ce  a s  L a n ce lo t, G alahad or P e r c e v a l.

The W a lla ce , on the o th er  hand, is  w r itten  at a tim e w hen r o ­

m a n c e s  a re  no lo n g e r  bein g  produced  in  Scotland , ind eed  w hen the  

p r im a r y  m od e o f l i t e r a r y  co m p o sitio n  i s  C ontinental in  ta s te  and o w es  

m o st of i t s  tr a d it io n s  to  C hau cer. Its  la te  date s u g g e s ts  that the d e ­

c lin e  in  the feu d al w ay of life  w hich  had o ccu rred  in the n on -N orth ern  

p a r ts  o f E ngland at a m u ch  e a r lie r  date had rea ch ed  the b ord er  

reg io n s  by the b eg inn in g  o f the s ix teen th  cen tu ry . T he p a r ticu la r  

a d m ira tio n  for  c o u r te sy  a s  w e ll a s  v a lo r , fo r  m e r c y  tow ard s o n e 's  

en em y a s  w e ll a s  lo y a lty  to  o n e 's  lo rd , w hich  c h a r a c te r iz e d  the N o rth ­

ern  ro m an ce  w r ite r s  i s  s in g u la r ly  ab sen t from  The W a lla c e .

F in a lly , a w ord m u st be sa id  about the s ty le  o f th e tw o p o e m s. 

B arb ou r i s  com m on ly  acknow ledged  to  be the fa th er  of S co ttish  v e r s e .  

H is p oem  i s  w r itten  in  o c to sy lla b ic  c o u p le ts , a s ty le  m o re  r e m in isc e n t  

of Southern ro m an ce  than  of N orth ern . T h is  d if feren ce  in  form  d em on ­

s tr a te s  that, a fter  a l l ,  T he B r u c e , is  not a product o f the B o rd er , of 

e ith e r  the " ta il-rh y m e"  or  a ll ite r a t iv e  b ra n ch es . T he S co ts  p oet la c k s
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the r ic h  im a g e r y  of the a ll ite r a t iv e  p o e ts  a s  w e ll a s  th e ir  g r a c e  of 

lan gu age. We m u st r em em b er  that B arb our w as a p io n eer  in  h is  d ia ­

le c t , fo r  a l l ite r a t iv e  p o e try  w as a W est M idlands d evelop m en t w hich  

m ad e its  w ay northw ard . The good S co ts  a ll ite r a t iv e  and ta il-r h y m e  

r o m a n c e s  date m o s t ly  from  the fifteen th  century; e x a m p le s  a re  

G o la g ro s  and G aw ain and the T a ill of R auf C o i^ e a r . A noth er d i s ­

tin ctio n  b etw een  B arbour and the N orth ern  School is  found in B a rb o u r 's  

fa ilu r e  to  g iv e  the kind of to ta l s tru c tu re  to h is  poem  that r a is e s  w ork s  

lik e  G awain and the G reen  K night above th e ir  c o n te m p o r a r ie s . T hus, 

B arbour is  not a product of what J .R . H ulbert h a s  c a lle d  th e "baronial"  

sch o o l o f  ro m an ce  w r itin g , ^  but h is  th e m e s  in d ica te  the s tren g th  of 

the feu d al tra d itio n  in  the N orth in the fou rteen th  cen tu ry , and a r e ­

sp o n se  to  th e se  tra d itio n s  that i s  p a r a lle l  to  that of the N orth ern  

A rthu rian  r o m a n c e r s .

B lind  H a r ry 's  s ty le  is  quite d ifferen t fro m  that o f the b ord er

r o m a n c e r s  and i s  r e la te d  in  tech n iq u e , a lthough r a r e ly  in ex ecu tio n ,

to  th e  s ty le s  o f the S co ttish  C h a u cer ia n s. W ritten  in  C hau cerian

c o u p le ts , T he W allace  d em o n str a te s  l i t t le  of the s k il l  o f  Dunbar and

H en ryson . W hile The B ru ce  h a s b een  c r it ic iz e d  for it s  w eak  

42s tr u c tu r e , it i s  s t i l l  m uch b e tter  knit than T he W a lla ce  w h ich , c a r e ­

l e s s ly  a s  it  w e r e , r e p e a ts  e p iso d e s , h a s  no se n se  of c lim a x  and ind eed  

h a s no un ify ing th em e excep t h atred  fo r  the E n g lish .

So m uch for  the S co ttish  h is to r ic a l  r o m a n c e s . What of the 

E n g lish ?  T h ere  a r e  no actu a l r o m a n c e s , p erh ap s b eca u se  the conduct
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of th e  b ord er  w a rs  w as su ch  that the E n g lish  could  find no su b ject  

w orthy of an  extended  p oem . The p ic tu re  i s  not e n t ir e ly  em p ty , how ­

e v e r , for  one of the m o st  a c c la im e d  of the b a lla d s  is  a r e m in isc e n c e  

of one of the m o st  fam ed  e p iso d e s  of the b ord er  w a rs: the b attle  of 

O tterburn . A ll of our v e r s io n s  date fro m  a co n sid era b ly  la te r  p er iod  

than the t im e  of the b ord er  c o n flic ts  and m uch of the h is to r ic a l  t r a ­

d ition s have b een  d isto r ted .

In fa c t, it  h as b een  su g g ested  that our su rv iv in g  p o em s have  

th e ir  o r ig in  not in  the b a ttle  of O tterburn  but in  an in co n seq u en tia l

A O
b ord er  ra id . A n independent v e r s io n  b ased  on O tterburn  once e x is te d  

but is  now lo s t .  L a te r , th ere  w as a r e te ll in g  of the o r ig in a l ra id  w hich  

took o v er  the c h a r a c te r s  and d ram atic  a c tio n  from  the b a llad  on 

O tterburn  and w hich d evelop ed  v a r ia n ts  on both s id e s  of the b ord er .

The E n g lish  v e r s io n  w as la te r  refin ed  and b ecam e the b a llad  of The 

C hevy C h a se .

Our e a r l ie s t  v e r s io n , not the one A dd ison  w rote  h is  e s s a y  on, 

d ates only fro m  the m id d le  o f th e s ix teen th  cen tu ry , although it s t i l l  

h a s tr a c e s  o f the e a r lie r  sch o o l o f p o e try  in i t s  frequ ent u se  of a l l i t e r ­

ation . A lthough C hild ju d ges that th ese  e a r l ie r  v e r s io n s ,  u su a lly  

c a lle d  The B attle  of O tterb u rn , r e f le c t  "the u su a l fa ir n e s s  of 

p a r tisa n s , "^4 th ey  a re  n e v e r th e le s s  co n sid era b ly  m o r e  fa ir -m in d e d  

and c h iv a lr ic  than The W a lla ce . F o r  ex a m p le , b e fo re  the b a ttle  b e g in s , 

H otspur i s  b egged  by a m e s s e n g e r  from  h is  fa th er  to  r e fr a in  from  e n ­

gaging  the S co ts  until r e in fo r c e m e n ts  can  a r r iv e . He rep lies:^®
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"My trow th  y s  plyght to yonne sk o ttish  knyght 
It n ed es  m e not to  layne  
That I sch u ld e  byd him  upon th y s  bent 
And I have h y s  trow th  agayn e. "

The E n g lish  v e r s io n  t e l l s  of a S co ttish  knight "that n ev er  a fo te  w old

f ly e , " w h ile  th e  S co ttish  v e r s io n , w hich  i s  not above the su sp ic io n  of

having b een  r ew r itte n  by W alter S cott, a ls o  p r a is e s  the fo e 's  co u ra g e .

In th is  r e s p e c t ,  th en , both p o em s a re  w orth y  of the N orth ern  ro m an ce

tra d itio n , and, although in a h azy  and d eb ased  fo rm , s t i l l  r e c o lle c t

the e a r l ie r  tr a d it io n s  o f ch iv a lry .

"The Hunting o f the Cheviot" and "The C hevy C hase"  date

from  th e  sa m e  p er io d  a s  "The B a ttle  of O tterburn , " but w ere  ev id en tly

co m p o sed  m u ch  la te r  s in c e  th ey  tr e a t e v en ts  w ith such  freed o m  a s  to

m ake th em  u n reco g n iza b le . The ch iv a lry  p o rtra y ed  in  th em  i s

d ifferen t a s  w e ll. W hen D ou glas i s  s la in  by a s tr a y  arrow  w h ile  in

s in g le  com bat w ith  P e r c y , the E n g lish  lo rd  la m en ts:

"To h ave  svy d e  thy le f f  I w olde h af p erty d e  w ith  
My la n d es  fo r  y e a r e s  th re ,
F o r  a b e tter  m an , o f h a rt, n a re  of hande 
W as not in a l l  the north  con te . "

A ll v e r y  n o b le , but s c a r c e ly  the stu ff of rom an ce  or h is to r y .  

R ath er , in  i t s  a r t if ic ia l  c o u r tlin e ss  and h yp erb o le  it i s  r e m in isc e n t  

m o re  of what h a s  b een  ca lled  "the Indian su m m er  of E n g lish  ch iv a lry , 

than the m a t te r -o f - fa c t  r e sp e c t  for  o n e ’s en em y that c h a r a c ter iz ed  

b ord er  w a rfa re  and b o rd er  ro m a n ce . The c h iv a lr ic  code of the N orth  

n ev er  c a lle d  fo r  the lo v e  of o n e 's  en em y  that i s  e x p r e s s e d  in  the p a ssa g e  

quoted ab ove . It is  beyond the fo c u s  o f  th is  study to p a s s  judgm ent on
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the l i t e r a r y  q u a lit ie s  o f the b a llad , but the w ork d o es  in d ica te  a 

change in  the l it e r a r y  c lim a te  of the N orth, for  it i s  a p ie c e  of b o rd er  

lite r a tu r e  that r e f le c t s  on ly  a tr a c e  o f the o ld er  tra d itio n s .

The p er io d  co v er e d  by h is to r ic a l  lite r a tu r e  in the N orth e x ­

ten d s fro m  th e  b eg in n in g s of the feudal r e n a is sa n c e  a fter  S co tlan d 's  

W ar of Independence to  the m id d le  of the s ix teen th  cen tury  when the 

c h a r a c ter  of the r eg io n  had changed. T he c h r o n ic le s , for  the m o st  

p art, a r e  w eak e v id en ce  for  the feud al a tm o sp h ere  o f the t im e s ;  th ey  

a r e  co n cern ed  e ith e r  w ith  d a tes or w ith  n a tio n a lism . G ra y 's  ch ro n ic le  

i s  at le a s t  b e tter  ev id en ce  b eca u se  of h is  r o le  a s  a m ilita r y  m an , but 

m u ch of h is  w ork on the im p ortant p e r io d s  i s  lo s t . F r o is s a r t ,  h ow ­

e v e r , w r ite s  at the fu ll tid e  of th e feu d al r e v iv a l in  th e N orth and 

p r e se n ts  an im a g e  o f the fu n ction in g  feu d a lism  of the a r e a . In B arb our, 

a co n tem p o ra ry  o f F r o is s a r t ,  we again  have a r e f le c t io n  o f the em p h a­

s i s  p la ced  on feud al v ir tu e s . T he W allace  and the la te r  v e r s io n s  of the 

b a lla d s d em o n stra te  th e death of the old  tr a d it io n s , for The W allace  is  

c le a r ly  a w ork  of a r o y a l cou rt, not a b aron ia l one, w h ile  th e  la te r  

b a lla d s  a re  a lrea d y  look ing  back to  a p a st age and, in  a s e n s e , a re  

ro m a n tic iz in g  it .

In sp ite  o f th e ir  obvious l im ita t io n s , the h is to r ic a l  w o rk s do 

r e f le c t  the s o c ie ty  that e m erg ed  in  the N orth  a s  a r e s u lt  of tra d itio n a l  

N orth ern  d is t in c t iv e n e s s  and th e A n g lo -S c o ttish  b ord er  w a r s . T hey  

ce le b r a te  the old feu d a l v ir tu e s  o v er  the new , ind iv idu al w orth  o v er  

national p r id e , and lo c a l lo y a lty  o v e r  la r g e r  in te r e s t s .
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Of the th ree  m a tte r s  o f M ed ieva l ro m a n ce , th e  M atter of

F ra n ce  i s  p rob ab ly  the w o rst r ep re sen ted  in M iddle E n g lish  l ite r a tu r e .

E ven  sc h o la r s  who have sp e c ia l iz e d  in E n g lish  C h arlem agn e ro m a n ces

have not had a v e r y  h igh  opin ion of th e ir  l i t e r a r y  w orth . S m y se r , for

ex a m p le , p o in ts  out that "when the C harlem agne leg en d s  w ere  ex p o rted

th ey  lo s t  an e s s e n t ia l  e lem en t o f p a tr io t ic  ap p eal, " and that, "to sa y

the le a s t ,  th e E n g lish  C h arlem agn e r o m a n c e s  a re  u n d istin gu ish ed . "•*•

W alpole co n cu rs in  rou gh ly  s im ila r  langu age: " E nglish  C h arlem agn e

ro m a n ces  m ak e p retty  dull reading; th ey  have n e ith er  the h e r o ic

q u a lit ie s  of e a r ly  F ren ch  national p o e try , nor genuine q u a lit ie s  of r o -  

11 om a n ce .

If th e a ttitu d es o f th ese  s p e c ia l is t s  a re  s o  d isp a ra g in g , it i s  

l it t le  w onder that the m o r e  w id e-ra n g in g  c r it ic s  of M iddle E n g lish  

ro m an ce  can find l it t le  to  a p p rec ia te  in th e se  w o rk s. D orothy  

E v e r e tt 's  op in ion  h a s s in c e  b een  e sp o u sed  by m an y o th er  c r i t ic s  of 

ro m a n ce . In lin e  w ith  W .P . K er^ she a g r e e s  that the ch an son s w ere  

e p ic s  ra th er  than r o m a n c e s  and that they had a d ra m a tic  q u ality  w hich  

th e ro m a n ces  la ck ed . She b e lie v e s  that th e E n g lish  C h arlem agne  

ro m a n ces  do bear so m e  of the tr a c e s  of th e ir  o r ig in s , but a s id e  from  

th e s e , th ey  do not s ig n ifica n tly  d iffer  from  E n g lish  ro m a n c e s  on oth er  

su b jec ts .  ̂ The ev en ts  a r e  le ft  but w ithout the h e r o ic  sp ir it  that a n i­

m ated  the ch an son s. E v er e tt  w r ite s  that "the E n g lish  C h arlem agn e  

r o m a n c e s , m any of w hich  a re  lo s t , g iv e  the im p r e s s io n  that th ey  w ere  

w ritten  for a popular a u d ien ce , not a fa sh ion ab le  one, o r  by w r ite r s
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who w ere  d riven  to  th is  som ew h at un con gen ia l m a te r ia l by the in s a t i­

ab le  dem and fo r  r o m a n c e s . " O ther c r i t ic s  a r e  s t i l l  m o r e  forth righ t  

in th e ir  judgm ent. G eorge K ane, for  ex a m p le , d ev o tes  l it t le  sp a ce  to 

the C h arlem agn e ro m a n c e s  but p o in ts  out that "they a re  m uch in fer io r

to  th e ir  F ren ch  eq u iv a len ts  in  th e ir  la ck  of any kind of in sp ira tio n  and

11 ^m  th e ir  m ech a n ica l handling.

F ro m  a l it e r a r y  point of v ie w , th en , it  a p p ea rs that the  

E n g lish  C h arlem agn e ro m a n ces  a re  s c a r c e ly  w orth  stud ying. H ow ever , 

th e ir  p r e se n c e , or  ra th er  th e ir  a b se n c e , from  N orth ern  M iddle E n g­

lis h  rom an ce cannot go u n exp lained . F o r , if  it  i s  tru e  that th e so c ie ty  

of the N orth had a s ig n ifica n t im p act on the lite r a tu r e  of the r eg io n , 

th en  C aro lin g ian  ro m a n ce  should have been  m o re  popular than it w as.

The secon d  chap ter  h a s attem p ted  to  prove that b eca u se  of 

the tra d itio n a l se p a r a t ism  and tr a d it io n a lism  o f the N orth , w hich w as  

r e in fo r ce d  by the A n g lo -S c o ttish  w a rs  of the fou rteen th  and fifteen th  

c e n tu r ie s , a feud al r e v iv a l o ccu rred  in  the a r ea . T h is  feu d a lism  w as  

s im ila r  in  m an y w ays to  what B loch  noted a s  the f ir s t  age  o f feu d a lism . 

Y et it w as p r e c is e ly  the so c ie ty  of th e  f ir s t  age o f feu d a lism  that d e­

ve lo p ed  or in sp ired  the C hansons de G este . We m u st th e r e fo r e  w onder  

why a s im ila r  s o c ie ty  in n orth ern  B r ita in  did not resp on d  to th e se  

w o rk s from  a p a r a lle l cu ltu re and in stea d  turned  to  A rthurian  ro m a n ce , 

w hich w as m u ch m o r e  a product of the seco n d  age o f feu d a lism . F o r  

th ere  a re  only th ree  e x a m p le s  of the M atter of F ra n ce  in  N orth ern , or 

N orth -M id lan d s d ia le c ts :  The S ege of M elayn e, Duke Row land and S ir
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O tuel and R auf C o i^ e a r . F u rth e rm o re , R auf i s  co n s id ered  by m any  

not to  be a C h arlem agne ro m an ce  at a ll.

In ord er  to  fu lly  understand  the p rob lem  of the N orth 's  c o m ­

p a ra tiv e  in d ifferen ce  to  the ch a n so n s , we m u st f ir s t  b r ie f ly  exam in e

the grow th  and d evelop m en t of the F ren ch  ep ic ,

f  /  7S in ce  B e d ie r 's  m onum enta l L es  L eg en d es E p iq u es, 1 s c h o la r s

have g e n e r a lly , although in so m e  c a s e s  re lu c ta n tly , a ccep ted  h is  con ­

c lu s io n  that the C hansons de G este  a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  p ro d u cts  o f the  

tw elfth  cen tu ry , not o f the p o st-C a r o lin g ia n  ep och , B ed ie r  s e e s  the  

p o em s a s  the p rod u cts  of tw elfth  cen tury  jo n g leu rs  who com p osed  the  

w ork s out o f h is to r ic a l  m a te r ia l fu rn ish ed  them  by m on k s who w ish ed  

to  a d v e r tise  th e ir  sh r in e s  to  p ilg r im s  and fa ir g o e r s . W hile th is  

app roach  h a s b een  su b sta n tia ted  for m uch o f O ld F ren ch  ep ic  p o etry , 

B e d ie r 's  a s s e r t io n  that R aoul de C am brai h a s  no con n ection  with the
O

ev en ts  o f the tenth  cen tu ry  h a s  b een  ch a llen ged  by F erd in an d  L ot.

Lot a g r e e s  that the poem  i s  b a s ic a lly  the w ork o f the tw elfth  

cen tu ry , and r e f le c t s  th e  p ro b lem s of that t im e . But he b e lie v e s  that 

the w ork u lt im a te ly  g o e s  back  to  the t im e  o f the p ro ta g o n ist h im se lf  

and " il e s t  ne d es  e v en em en ts . " The feu d al fa m ilie s  o f the tw elfth  

cen tu ry  reta in ed  m e m o r ie s  of th e ir  a n c e s to r s  of the tenth . M oreo v er , 

L ot s e e s  the u ltim a te  o r ig in  of the poem  in  "une cou rte  com pla in te  

chantant la  v a illa n c e , l'im p ru d en ce , la  fin  trag iqu e de jeune f i l s  de 

R aoul T a ille fe r . "

( Som e of the ch an son s thus p r e se n t a r e m in is c e n c e  o f the ninth
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and tenth  cen tu ry  during the d ecay  and b rea k -u p  o f the C aro lin g ian  

e m p ir e , the grow th of feu d a lism  and the ex p a n sion  of the s e c u la r  

p o w ers  of the C hurch. ® T hus th ey  r e p r e se n t , but by no m e a n s  r e ­

p rod u ce , the w ays o f the old  feu d a lism  w ith i t s  concom itan t e m p h a sis  

on lo y a lty  and v a lo r  ra th er  than lo v e  or  m y s t ic is m . ^  The chanson  i s  

a product of an  e a r l ie r  sen tim en t than that of the A rth urian  r o m a n c e s .^

One of the th re e  m a jo r  c y c le s  o f the M atter o f F ra n ce  is  the

12B a ro n s' C y c le  w hich  h a s  a ls o  b een  te r m ed  the "E pic of R ev o lt. " In 

th e se  w ork s the ep ic  d eg en era tio n  o f C harlem agn e b e c o m e s  m a n ife s t .

The king " is  u su a lly  d ep icted  a s  o sc il la t in g  so m ew h ere  betw een  the  

c r im in a l in d ifferen ce  of P o n tiu s  P ila te  and the co n sc io u s  tyrann y of

1 Q
H erod or  N ero . " O pposed to  the p itifu l, s o m e tim e s  lu d icro u s  fig u re  

of the em p e r o r , the r e b e llin g  b aron  often  a p p ears in  a h e r o ic , sy m p a ­

th e t ic , r o le . In such  ro m a n ces  a s  R aoul de C am b ra i, G orm ond et 

Isem b a rd o , and L e Q uatre F i ls  A ym on th e tr a g ic  ac tio n  i s  a lw a y s  

in itia ted  by so m e  tyran n ou s act of the m on a rch . In R aoul, fo r  exam ple, 

the s to r y  d ev e lo p s  around R a o u l's  a ttem p ts  to  r eg a in  h is  fa m ily  f ie f  

w hich  w as un ju stly  taken  from  h im  by the E m p ero r  w hen h is  fa th er  

died . At the end of the ro m a n ce , a fter  the death of R aoul, the feuding  

b a ro n ia l fa m ilie s  u n ite , m a rch  on P a r is ,  burn the town and fo r c e  the  

king, L ou is  th e S im p le , to m end h is  tyran n ous w a y s . ^

In ad d ition  to R aou l, m any of the E p ic s  of R evo lt contain  the  

com m on m o tif  of the cheating  of the r igh tfu l h e ir . F ro m  the point of 

v iew  of the w r ite r s  o f the e p ic s , d ep riv in g  a son  of h is  p atrim on y  is



one of the g r e a te s t  c r im e s  a r u le r  can  co m m it, and in  fact had b een

15e x p r e s s ly  forb id d en  by C h arlem agn e. T h is  th em e i s ,  of c o u r se , an

im portant p art o f the F ir s t  F eu d al A ge, w hich  p la ced  g r ea t e m p h a sis

on the r ig h ts  of an h e ir . A s we have s e e n  in  the th ird  ch ap ter , it i s

a ls o  one of th e unifying th e m e s  of T he B r u c e .

In ad d ition  to  the m o t ifs  of the v illia n y  of r u le r s  and the r ig h ts

of in h er ita n c e , the E p ic  o f R evo lt fe a tu r e s  the th em e of lo y a lty .

F req u en tly , the h e r o  i s  in an am b iguous s itu a tio n  in w hich  he h a s to

d ea l w ith co n flic tin g  feud al o b lig a tio n s . F o r  ex a m p le , in  R aoul de

C am brai the p r o ta g o n is t 's  sq u ire , B e r n ie r , i s  a m e m b er  of the fa m ily

that R aoul h as offended . He m u st th e r e fo r e  ch o o se  b etw een  the lo rd ,

tow ard s whom  he h a s a p e r so n a l o b liga tion  and h is  fa m ily  to  w hich  he

o w es p r im a ry  fe a lty . He i s  only ab le  to  r e s o lv e  the co n flic t a fter  he

h a s b een  stru ck  by R aoul, an a ct w h ich , in e ffe c t , s e v e r s  the feud al

1 fibonds b etw een  the tw o. W hen the co n flic tin g  lo y a lt ie s  a r e  b etw een

king and baron , a s  in  R aoul or Le Q uatre F i l s  A ym on , the in ev ita b le

r e s u lt  i s  a breakdow n in  the so c ie ty . The co n flic t w ith  the k ing, how -

17e v e r , i s  n ev er  w ith  th e o ff ic e  of k in gsh ip , but w ith  the m an . T h u s, 

in  R aou l, although th e v ic to r io u s  b aro n s could  e a s i ly  r e p la c e  L o u is , 

th ey  m e r e ly  fo r c e  h im  to re fo rm .

A nother c h a r a c te r is t ic  fea tu re  of th e  ch an so n s o f the B a ro n s' 

C y cle  is  the ch a r ity  show n e n e m ie s  on the b a tt le f ie ld . In the e a r lie r  

ch a n so n s , the heath en  w a rr io r  is  o ften  a card board  fig u re : a fa v o r ite  

th em e i s  the unequal com bat b etw een  the g ian t heath en  and the sm a ll
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but doughty C h ristia n  knight, a com bat w hich  in v a r ia b ly  ends in  the 

1 Rh ea th en 's  d efeat. H ow ever, in  th e la te r  ch a n so n s, w h ere the  

stru g g le  i s  b e tw een  feu d al m a g n a tes  ra th er  than  b etw een  r e l ig io n s ,  

p h y s ic a l p r o w e ss  b e c o m e s  the outstan din g v ir tu e  and in G orm ond et 

Isen b ard , for  ex a m p le , "the r e s p e c t  fo r  o n e 's  en em y a lm o st ap-

, . 1  Q
p r o a c h e s  the point o f r e c o n c ilia t io n . S im ila r ly , the h e r o e s  a r e  

not a lw a y s v ic to r io u s  and m o r a lity  n ev er  in v a d es the p ro v in ce  o f the  

b a ttle fie ld .

T h ere  is  so m e  lo v e  in te r e s t  in  th e E p ic s  o f R ev o lt, but the  

w om en  occupy only a s m a ll p la ce  in  the a c tio n . U su a lly  the r e la t io n ­

sh ip  i s  on esid ed ; the w om en a re  in  lo v e  w ith  the h ero , but he i s  not

o n
in  lo v e  w ith  th em . L ove i s  o ften  an im p ortan t fa c to r  in  the co n ­

v e r s io n  of pagan w om en , but it r a r e ly  a lte r s  the fortu n es of the h ero  

for  b e tter  o r  w o r se .

T o recou n t b r ie f ly  the c h a r a c te r is t ic s  o f the e p ic s  of the  

B a ro n s' C y c le  i s  to  o b se rv e  a num ber o f p a r a lle ls  to the th e m e s  of 

th e  N o rth ern  M iddle E n g lish  ro m a n ces  of the fou rteen th  and fifteen th  

c e n tu r ie s . T hey  both d em o n stra te  co n cern  w ith  the p r e r o g a t iv e s  o f  

fe u d a lism , a p a r a lle l  w e have a lrea d y  noted in  The B r u c e . A ls o , in  

the S co ttish  poem  a s  w e ll a s  the F r en ch  e p ic s  we s e e  a trem en d ou s  

r e s p e c t  for  the p h y s ic a l p r o w e ss  of the en em y a s  w e ll a s  a c h a r a c ­

t e r is t ic  g e n e r o s ity  and fa ir -m in d e d n e ss  in  d ea lin g  w ith  h im . B arb our, 

lik e  th e  jo n g leu rs , i s  con cern ed  about the p o s s ib le  e x c e s s e s  o f a 

m on arch  although he h o ld s  no b r ie f  a g a in st th e  thron e a s  su ch . The



105

p e r i ls  of dual lo y a lty  w hich  are so  s ig n ifica n t in the B a ro n s' C ycle

a r e  the sam e o n es  that u lt im a te ly  d e s tr o y  G aw ain in  the S tanzaic

M orte A r th u r . F in a lly , in both s c h o o ls  th e r e  i s  lit t le  em p h a sis  on

figh ting  for  r e lig io n , or going on m y s t ic a l  q u e s ts , w h ile  lo v e , cou rtly

21or o th e r w ise , p la y s  at b e s t  a seco n d a ry  r o le .

An ex a m in a tio n  of the con d ition s that led  to the co m p o sitio n  of 

the E p ic s  of R evo lt a ls o  p r o v id e s  so m e  in tr igu in g  p a r a lle ls  to  the 

c o m p o sitio n  o f the N orth ern  M iddle E n g lish  r o m a n c e s . A lthough the  

e p ic s  c r y s ta ll iz e  the fe e lin g s  and a sp ir a tio n s  of the f ir s t  feud al p er io d , 

th ey  w e r e  w r itten  in  th e tw elfth  cen tu ry  at th e flo w er in g  of the secon d  

feud al a g e . In p a r t, th ey  w ere  a r e sp o n se  to  the p o lit ic a l s itu a tio n  of 

the t im e .

The F ren ch  k in gs o f the f ir s t  feud al e r a , the d escen d a n ts  of 

C h arlem agn e and la te r  the C ap etian s, had b een  e x tr e m e ly  w eak and in  

fact o ffered  l it t le  th rea t to  th e ir  b a ro n s . T he p ro b lem s that a r is e  w ith  

the s tro n g  m o n a rch s  in the E p ic s  o f R evo lt a r e , ra th e r , a r e f le c t io n  of 

the F ren ch  p o lit ic s  o f the m id d le  of th e  tw elfth  cen tu ry . The g rea t  

feud al b aron s of F r a n c e , who had enjoyed  n e a r ly  ab so lu te  p ow er , w ere  

having that p ow er th rea ten ed  by the r e su r g e n c e  of the th ron e during the  

r e ig n s  o f L o u is  VI and L o u is  VII. The c o n flic ts  of lo y a lty  that a ffec t  

the h ero  of th e se  ch an so n s a re  a c tu a lly  th o se  of an a r is to c r a c y  in  

c r i s i s ,  w h ile  the tim e  of the f ir s t  feu d a l age see m e d  e s p e c ia lly  

a ttra c tiv e  to  the th rea ten ed  b aron s who look ed  back at it  a s  an age  of 

b a ro n ia l su p rem a cy . U ltim a te ly  th e  th em e o f r ev o lt  w as an e x p r e s s io n
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of the g e n e ra l fe e lin g  of d isco n ten t w h ich  w as p lagu ing the F ren ch  

n o b ility . ^

Thus the co m p o sitio n  of th e  E p ic  of R evo lt c o m e s  about th rou gh  

a situ a tio n  in  w hich  b a ro n s who had co u rts  la r g e  enough to  support 

p o e ts , w ere  in  co n flic t w ith th e ir  k ing. The situ a tio n  b e a r s  c lo s e  r e ­

sem b la n ce  to  that e x is t in g  in  the b ord er r e g io n s  o f  E ngland and Scotland  

250 y e a r s  la te r . That i s ,  th er e  w ere  stron g  b aron s a ttem p tin g  to  hold  

on to  a feudal w ay o f l i f e .  H ow ever , we m u st not o v e re m p h a s ize  the  

s im ila r i t ie s .  The F ren ch  b aron s w ere  en gaged  in  a lo s in g  c a u se , an  

a c tiv e  s tru g g le  a g a in st a p ow erfu l m on arch . The b aron s o f the N orth , 

h o w ev er , w e r e  to  a la r g e  exten t supp orted  by  th e ir  k in g s, at le a s t  

f in a n c ia lly  ,if not p o lit ic a lly . A lthough th ey  often  r ev o lted  a g a in st the  

m on arch , th ey  w e re  ju st a s  content to d ea l w ith  h im , o r , a s  in  th e c a se  

of th e W ars o f th e  R o s e s , to c la im  h im  for  one N o rth ern  fa m ily  or  

an oth er. On th e  S co ttish  s id e  o f the b ord er  th ere  w a s  a good d ea l m o re  

co n flic t b etw een  th ron e and n o b le s , but few  o f S co tla n d 's  stro n g  k in gs  

liv e d  long enough to  p rovide  m u ch th rea t to  the b a ro n s . T o s ta te  that 

the N orth  fe a r ed  the grow in g  pow er o f the cen tra l g o v ern m en t, and that 

th e r e fo r e  N o rth ern  ro m an ce  p re se n ted  k in gs p u re ly  a s  tyrants"^  is  to  

o v e r s im p lify  th e s itu a tio n .

N e v e r th e le s s ,  in sp ite  of th e se  qu alify in g  r e m a r k s , the s itu a tio n  

in the N orth w as rou gh ly  ana logou s to the s itu a tio n  in  F ra n ce  w hich  led  

to  th e  E p ic s  of R evo lt. F u rth erm o re , the th em es  of the tw o l it e r a tu r e s  

are a ls o  p a r a lle l .  But w e th en  m u st tr y  to  ex p la in  why th ere  a r e  s o  few
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C a ro lin g ian  ro m a n ces  and none that a r e  d e fin ite ly  from  the B a ro n s'

C y c le , in  N orth ern  lite r a tu r e . F o r  the N orth ern  ro m an ce  w r ite r s  did

not u se  the p o lit ic a lly  sym p a th etic  ro m a n ces  but turned in stea d  to the

l e s s  con gen ia l A rth urian  m a te r ia l w hich on the C ontinent had freq u en tly

b eco m e  a n ti-b a ro n ia l.

C erta in ly  C hansons de G este  w e re  not unknown in  the N orth

country . B arb our r e p o r ts  that w h ile  R obert the B ru ce  w as c r o s s in g

L och  L om ond w ith h is  fo llo w e r s :

The king the q u h ilis  m e r y ly  
R ed to th aim  that w ar h im  by  
R om anys of w orth y  F era m b ra ce  
That w o rth ily  our cum m yn w as  
T hrow  th e rych  doughty O lyw er. ^4

The r e fe r e n c e  is  to F ie r a b r a s , th e m o st  popular and p erh ap s the m o st

w id e ly  known of the C h arlem agn e r o m a n c e s , and one w hich  e x is t s  in

tw o v e r s io n s  in  M iddle E n g lish , n e ith er  of them  N orth ern . ^5 fn fact,
2 g

F ie r a b r a s  m igh t have in flu en ced  the A llite r a t iv e  M orte A rthu re.

B ut, ev en  i f  the s to r y  by B arb our is  tru e , th e K ing w ould a lm o st

c er ta in ly  have b een  read in g  the w ork in  A n g lo -N o rm a n , not in  N orth -

27ern  M iddle E n g lish , and the M atter o f F ra n ce  w as w id e ly  rea d  in  

A n gevin  B r ita in . ^

The th ree  extant C h arlem agn e r o m a n c e s  in  N orth ern , S co ttish
p q

or  N o rth -M id lan d s d ia le c ts  a re: The Sege o f M ela y n e , Duke R owland

and S ir  O tuel, and T he T a ill of R auf C o il^ ea r , w hich s u r v iv e s  only in  

a prin ted  ed ition  of 1572, but w hich  w as w r itten  around the m id d le  of 

th e fifteen th  cen tu ry . ^  Of th e se  th r e e , The Sege of M elayne and Duke
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R ow land and S ir  O tuel a re  o ften  grouped  to g e th er  b e c a u se  not on ly  a re  

th ey  from  the sa m e  m a n u scr ip t , but th ey  a r e  a ls o  w r itten  in  the sa m e  

form : th ir tee n  lin e  ta il-r h y m e  s ta n z a s . H ow ever, th ere  i s  no n a r r a ­

tiv e  con n ection  b etw een  the tw o. T he Sege i s  p erh ap s an in trod u ction  

to  Duke R ow land, but w h e r ea s  Duke R ow land c o m e s  from  a w e ll-k n ow n

O 1
F ren ch  so u r c e , no one a s  y e t h a s  found a so u r c e  for T he S ege .

C r itic a l op in ion  about T he Sege h a s  v a r ied  w id e ly . K ane in ­

c lu d es  it  in  h is  d isp a ra g em en t of E n g lish  C h arlem agn e r o m a n c e s , but 

S m y se r  su g g e s ts  that it s  author w as "no m ea n  v e r s i f ie r .  F u r th e r ­

m o r e , T rou n ce b e l ie v e s  that the poem  i s  "perhaps the b e s t  a c h ie v e ­

m en t of ta il-r h y m e  s ty le ,  " and that it "contains in  the fig u re  of A r ch ­

b ishop  T urp in  the f in e s t  p ie c e  o f c h a r a c ter iz a tio n  in  M iddle E n g lish

lite r a tu r e , w ith th e ex cep tio n  o f C h a u cer 's  b e s t  and p o s s ib ly  G awain in

3  3G awain and the G reen  K night. " In fa c t , T rou n ce c o n s id e r s  th e poem  

to  "catch the h e r o ic  tone w ith m o r e  v ig o r  if  l e s s  charm  than the  

C hanson de R oland i t s e l f .  " But T ro u n c e 's  p r a is e  m u st not be s e p a ­

ra ted  fro m  the p u rp ose  of h is  study: the g lo r if ic a tio n  of the ta il-r h y m e  

ro m a n c e s . O nly D erek  P e a r s a l l  of the r ecen t c r it ic s  h a s  yet seco n d ed  

h is  a c c la im . ^

The p lo t o f the ro m an ce  i s  c er ta in ly  not a s  co m p lex  or  un ified  

a s  that o f  m an y  N orth ern  r o m a n c e s . T he w ork c h r o n ic le s  the a ttem p ts  

of th e F ren ch  to  reca p tu re  M ilan  fro m  the S a r a c en s . T h e ir  f ir s t  

ven tu re  fa i ls  and R olan d 's a rm y  i s  d estro y ed . The seco n d  and m o r e  

s u c c e s s fu l  cam p aign  is  dom inated  by the fig u re  o f B ish op  T urpin  who is
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th e m o s t  e ffe c t iv e  of the F ren ch  f ig h te r s . The poem  b rea k s  off w ith  

T urpin  wounded tw ice  but vow ing to go w ithout food u n til M ilan  i s  won.

The p art o f the ro m a n ce  m o st  w orthy of note i s  the ch a ra cter  

of C h arlem agn e and h is  co n flic t w ith  T urpin . H ere  he is  th e ty p ica l  

r o i-fa in e a n t, w eak , o v e r ly  ca u tio u s, and e a s i ly  sw ayed  by the e v il  

c o u n se ls  of G anelon. T he K ing m u st a lw a y s be prodded  into a c tio n  by  

T urpin  and at one poin t, when he r e fu s e s  to  go  to the a id  of R oland , is  

roundly c u r se d  by the A rch b ish op . S in ce  the ro m a n ce  d o es  not have a 

p a r a lle l  in the p seu d o -T u rp in  c h r o n ic le , ^  we m igh t sp ecu la te  that the 

o r ig in a l so u r ce  o f the rom an ce m igh t have been  in flu en ced  by the 

B aron s' c y c le .

The co n flic t b etw een  T urp in  and the K ing cer ta in ly  i s  r e m i­

n isc en t o f the E p ic  of R ev o lt. W hen T urpin i s  th w arted  by C h a r le s , he 

d o es not h e s ita te  to c u r se  him :

And h ere  I c u r se  fce, ]?ou kynge,
B e cau se  |>ou ly f fe s  in  E r e sy e
J^ou ne dare noghte fyght one god d es E n em y.

N ow e a re  ] d o u  w e r r e  ]?an any S a ra 3 ene  
G odes aw enn w edirw yne  
O f so ro w e now m a y  ]?ou sy n g e .

(V s s . 687 -6 9 6 )

A fterw a rd s, T urpin  th re a te n s  to  sack  P a r is  and burn it  to  the ground  

u n le s s  C h a r les  abandons G an elon 's e v il  c o u n se ls . He p r o c e e d s  to  

p rep a re  h is  a rm y , and C h a r le s , te r r if ie d  of the e c c le s ia s t ic a l  h o s t, 

su b m its  to  the angry b ish op .

In add ition  to  T u rp in 's  s k i l l s  a s  a c o u n se llo r , he i s  the ch ie f
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m ilita r y  h ero  of the F ren ch . In the figh tin g  around M ilan , the douze  

p e e r s  p lay  only a sm a ll  ro le  and C h a r les  i s  s in g led  out for p r a is e  in  

ju st one b r ie f  en cou n ter . R ath er, it  i s  T urpin  who con tin u a lly  le a d s  

th e  F r en ch  in to  b a ttle , r a l l ie s  th em , c r i t ic iz e s  C h a r lem a g n e 's  ta c t ic s  

and b e a ts  down the b e s t  of the S a ra cen s .

T he ro m a n ce  i s  unique, th en , in  th at it is  e s s e n t ia l ly  a paean  

to  a figh tin g  c lerg y m a n . No oth er N orthern  ro m a n ce  fe a tu r e s  a fig h t­

ing b ishop; in  fact few  if any of the M iddle E n g lish  c h iv a lr ic  ro m a n ces  

have a p r ie s t  a s  th e ir  h ero . A lthough m ilita r y  c le r g y  a re  by no m e a n s  

unusual in a ch an son , w e m u st w onder why a b ish op  i s  so  h igh ly  

p r a ise d  in a ro m a n ce  w hich , un like o th er  M iddle E n g lish  C h arlem agn e  

ro m a n c e s , e . g. R oland and V ern agu , is  not b a sed  on the E c c le s ia s t ic a l
q C

C y cle  of ch a n son s.

T o a n sw er  th is  q u estio n  we m u st f ir s t  c o n s id er  the m a tter  of 

the p o e m 's  p roven a n ce . T h is  i s  co m p lica ted  by the fact that the w ork  

w a s o r ig in a lly  co m p o sed  in a n o r th er ly  d ia le c t , but that our m a n u scr ip t  

w as w r itten  by a S o u th -w est M idlands s c r ib e . It i s ,  th e r e fo r e , im ­

p o ss ib le  to  lo c a te  the p oem  m o re  p r e c is e ly  than in  the n o r th -e a st  

se c t io n  of the country , e ith er  in the N orth , or the ex tr em e  N orth  

M idlan ds. ^  But w ith in  th is  s e c t io n , at the tim e  of the r o m a n c e 's  

co m p o sitio n , e c c le s ia s t ic s  had broad s e c u la r  p o w ers  that w e r e  un­

m atch ed  anyw h ere e ls e  in  B rita in .

T he county p a la tin a te  of Durham  h as a lrea d y  b een  d is c u s se d  in  

chapter tw o. It w as o r ig in a lly  a g rea t im m u n ity  of th e b ishop  o f D urham ,
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p a la tin a te . In sp ite  of v a r io u s  ch a n g es, i t s  s ta tu s  w a s  su ch  that a l ­

m o st  a ll  th e r ig h ts  that the king enjoyed  in  the r e s t  o f the country  w ere  

enjoyed  by the B ish op  in  h is  p a la tin a te . That i s ,  b aro n s h eld  land fro m  

h im , not the king; he a ls o  had a b so lu te  ju r isd ic t io n  o v e r  the law  as  

w e ll a s  the m a in  r e sp o n s ib ility  in the d efen ce  a g a in s t the S c o ts . The  

b ish o p s r e la t io n s  w ith the king a r e  open to q u estion . O ne sc h o la r  co n ­

s id e r s  that the P r in c e  B ish op  w as b a s ic a lly  p o w e r le s s  b eca u se  he w as  

appointed by the king and could not have any le g a l h e ir s .  H en ce, the
OQ

p ala tin ate  w as n ev er  m o r e  than a tem p o ra ry  ann oyance to  the crow n. ° 

H ow ever, S ca m m el p o in ts  out that a w eak b ish op  w as no h e lp  aga in st  

th e S co ts  w h ile  a stro n g  one m igh t co n sp ire  w ith th em .

It would be r a sh  to  argue that the S ege of M elayne w as w ritten  

in p r a is e  of a P r in c e  B ish op  of D urham . F o r  the m o s t  p art, the 

b ish o p s  w ere  of con tem p la tive  lea n in g s  and w ere  s c a r c e ly  the so r t  to  

fe e l  f la ttered  by co m p a r iso n s  w ith m a r tia l f ig u r e s  lik e  B ish op  Turpin . 

But th er e  w as a c lim a te  in  the a r ea  o f e c c le s ia s t ic a l  op p o sitio n  to  the  

king, not on r e lig io u s  or m o r a l grou n d s, lik e  T h om as a B e c k e t 's , but 

on p o lit ic a l grou n d s. The co n flic t b etw een  T urpin  and C h arlem agn e in  

the poem  i s  p erh ap s a r e f le c t io n  of the c o n flic ts  o f th e p o e t's  own t im e . 

C erta in ly  h is  au d ien ce  m u st have b een  aw are  of th em .

A lthough the b ish o p s  o f Durham  w e re  p r im a r ily  p ea ce fu l m en , 

the rom an ce  w as co m p osed  at a tim e w hen th ere  w a s a rem em b ra n ce  

of a b attle  in  the reg io n  w hich w as fought w ith  the a id  of c le r ic s .  In
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1346, w h ile  E dw ard III w as figh ting  in  F r a n c e , D avid of Scotland  led  

h is  a rm y  a c r o s s  the b ord er  on a p lu nd ering exp ed ition . He w as m et  

at N e v i l le 's  C r o ss  in D urham  by an a rm y  w hich he con tem p tu ou sly  

dubbed "an a rm y  of w om en and p r ie s t s .  " Indeed, th ere  w ere  p r ie s t s  

p r e se n t , not on ly  the A rch b ish op  o f Y ork and the B ish op  of L in co ln , 

but a ls o  m an y h o ly  m en  who took part in the figh ting  and d efea ted  and 

captu red  the king of Scotland . 9̂

T o c la im  that T he Sege of M elayne i s  n e c e s s a r i ly  a r e ­

m em b ra n ce  of the b attle  of N e v il le 's  C r o ss  would be to  fo llow  th e  

e x c e s s e s  o f the N e ilso n  sch o o l of h is to r ic a l c r it ic is m . But the fa c t  

rem a in s  that th e E n g lish  rom an ce  w hich  m o st  e x a lts  a m il ita r y  c le r ic  

on th e  b a ttle fie ld  and in  p o lit ic a l co n flic t w ith h is  king d o es  co m e from  

an e r a  w hich  had a tra d itio n  of m a r tia l c le r ic s  and independent b ish o p s  

p r in c e s .

B e s id e s  i t s  r e la tio n sh ip  to  the p o li t ic s  and h is to r y  of the N orth , 

T he S ege of M elayn e r e f le c t s  it s  N orth ern  o r ig in s  in  i t s  r e la t io n sh ip  

to  o th er  ta il-r h y m e  r o m a n c e s . T ro u n ce , in  h is  study o f ta il-r h y m e  

r o m a n c e s  a s  a g e n r e , concluded that th ey  w ere  p r im a r ily  of E a st  A n g li­

an o r ig in  and that th ey  r e f le c te d  the n o n -a r is to c r a t ic  a sp e c ts  o f that 

s o c ie ty . 40 They a re  popular in  ta s te  and exh ib it l i t t le  o f the s p ir it  of 

c h iv a lry . H ow ever , he c a re fu lly  d is tin g u ish e s  the tw o N orth ern  

C h arlem agn e ro m a n ces  from  the E a st M idlands ta il-r h y m e  w o r k s . He 

b e lie v e s  that T he Sege of M elayne and Duke R owland and S ir  O tu el 

ex h ib it a s ty le  that c o n tr a s ts  sh arp ly  w ith  the ro m a n ces  of the
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A u ch in leck  m a n u scr ip t and d em on stra te  a m u ch  d eep er  s e n se  of 

c h iv a lr y  and h e r o is m . T hu s, the m o st  n o r th er ly  p o em s of the ta i l -  

rhym e group r e f le c t  p r e c is e ly  th o se  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  of N orth ern  r o ­

m a n ce  w hich  s te m  from  the feudal r e v iv a l in  the N orth: lo c a l con ­

c e r n s , a co n cen tra tio n  on the confrontation  b etw een  crow n and n o b ility  

and e m p h a sis  on c h iv a lr ic  action . It i s  p a r tic u la r ly  s ig n ifica n t that 

th e se  two r o m a n c e s  a re  d istin gu ish ed  fro m  the oth er ro m a n c e s  in  the  

ta il-r h y m e  sc h o o l b y  th e ir  lo ca tio n . In th is in sta n ce  w e s e e  that the  

p ro v en a n ce  o f a w ork h a s  m o re  to  do w ith i t s  th em es  and c h a r a c te r ­

i s t i c s  than d o e s  it s  sch o o l or  form  of co m p o sitio n .

Som e s c h o la r s  b e lie v e  Roland and Q tuel to  be the product of 

the author of T he Sege o f M elayn e, but T rou n ce  b e lie v e s  that the w ork  

w as w r itten  in  im ita tio n  o f The Sege and that it su b stitu te s  hum or fo r  

ch iv a lry . ^  C erta in ly  the rom an ce  d if fe r s  fro m  The Sege in  that it h a s  

a r ec o g n iz e d  F ren ch  so u rce : the O tuel C y c le  of ch an son s. Sir?ce 

W a lp o le 's  w ork  on one o f the v e r s io n s  o f O tuel and R oland , no one h as  

ex a m in ed  at any length  the re la tio n sh ip  b etw een  the fou r v e r s io n s  of 

th e s to r y  in  M iddle E n g lish . W a lp o le 's  co n c lu s io n  w as that the sou th ­

ern  v e r s io n s  o f the s to r y  cam e from  the E c c le s ia s t ic a l  C ycle  ra th er  

than from  the O tuel C ycle  i t s e lf .  ^

The n o rth ern  v e r s io n , on th e  other hand, d o es  s e e m  to  com e  

from  th e O tu el C y c le . S m y se r  p o in ts out that the b e s t  part o f Duke 

Row land is  th e  arm in g  o f O tuel, ju st a s  it is  in the o r ig in a l rom an ce .

He a ls o  c o n s id e r s  the north ern  v e r s io n  to  be the b e s t  of the E n g lish
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r e d a c t io n s , a judgm ent seco n d ed  by P e a r s a l l .  ^3 C erta in ly  i t s  th em e, 

the c o n v e rs io n  and su b seq u en t a llia n c e  of an  o r ig in a lly  h o s t ile  knight, 

i s  one that i s  com m on in  N orth ern  ro m an ce; e x a m p le s  are  The  

A w n tyrs of A rthur and The A vow ynge o f A rth u r . It is  tru e that th is  

m o tif  i s  so m eth in g  of a com m on p lace  in  ro m a n ce , but n e v e r th e le s s  it 

m u st have ap p ealed  to  the N orth ern  p o e ts .

The ro m an ce  in  fa c t h a s  l i t t le  that i s  s p e c if ic a l ly  N orth ern  

about it; it  fo llo w s  it s  so u r c e  quite c lo s e ly . Duke Row land d o es  fo llo w  

the chanson  so u r c e  ra th er  than the e c c le s ia s t ic a l  v e r s io n , w hich  m igh t  

in d ica te  c h a r a c te r is t ic  N orth ern  a p p rec ia tio n  of ro m a n ce , and it  i s  the  

m o st v ig o r o u s  of what h a s  b een  te r m e d  "an a n em ic  c y c l e . H o w e v e r ,  

the m o s t  in te r e s t in g  c h a r a c te r is t ic  of the w ork is  i t s  r e la t io n sh ip  to  

the la s t  and m o s t  im p ortan t o f the N orth ern  C harlem agn e ro m a n c e s:

The T a ill  o f R auf C o il3 e a r , for  the co n v e rs io n  sce n e  i s  rem a rk a b ly  

s im ila r  in both. ^

R auf, un like o th er  C h arlem agn e r o m a n c e s  in  M iddle E n g lish , 

h a s  b een  u n iv e r sa lly  a c c la im e d . H ow ever , once having p r a ise d  it , 

c r it ic s  a r e  a ls o  quick to  point out that R auf i s  not r e a lly  a C h arlem agn e  

ro m a n ce . Of c o u rse  the s to ry  d o es  have a C a ro lin g ian  se ttin g .

R auf, the p o e m 's  h e r o , i s  a poor c o l l ie r  who i s  knighted by C h a r le ­

m agn e a fter  the la tte r  h a s  spent a night at h is  h o u se . A n xiou s to  w in  

h is  sp u r s , R auf en g a g es  in  s in g le  com bat w ith a S a ra cen  knight who 

c o n v e r ts  to  C h r istia n ity , and the ro m an ce  en d s w ith  Rauf b ein g  m ad e  

a p e e r  o f F r a n c e .
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But although the c h a r a c te r s  of the poem  a re  C aro lin g ian ,

R oland, C h arlem agn e, O liv e r  and o th e r s , and one of the tw o in c id en ts  

in the ro m an ce  i s  a chanson  com m on p lace , the co n v ers io n  of a heath en  

knight, the rom an ce  a s  a w hole i s  S co ttish  in  fla v o r  and d ec id ed ly  un-
A n

C arolin g ian . F o r  ex a m p le , C h arlem agn e and the p e e r s  r id e  out 

hunting, but soon  a s to rm  c o m e s  up o v er  the m o o r s  and the hunting  

p arty  i s  s c a tte r e d . T h u s, the te r r a in  surrounding P a r is  i s  h il ly ,  

foggy , and sto rm y !

But even  m o r e  than the te r r a in  and the w ea th er , the sto ck  

ch a r a c te r s  of C aro lin g ian  ro m a n ce , C h arlem agn e and R oland d iffer  

co n s id era b ly  from  th e ir  p to to typ es in  the c h a n so n s . C h arlem agn e i s  

n e ith er  the a u s te r e  m on arch  upholding C h risten d om  a s  he i s  in the
40

e a r ly  ch a n so n s, nor i s  he the w e a k -w ille d  tyran t of the B a ro n s' C y c le . 

In stea d , he i s  a b lu ff, good -h u m o red  king who c h e er fu lly  a c c e p ts  R au f's  

o r d e r s , and even  h is  b lo w s, and p ays him  back with a tr ic k  o f h is  own.

Roland i s  p a r tic u la r ly  tra n sfo rm ed . A lthough one m u st be 

h es ita n t to  a s s ig n  a fix ed  ch a ra cter  to  a fig u re  who s tr id e s  through fiv e  

hundred y e a r s  of E uropean  lit e r a tu r e -  com p are , for ex a m p le , the  

Roland o f the C hanson de Roland to  A r io s to 's  O rland o- h is  ch a ra cter  is  

v ir tu a lly  the op p o site  of what it i s  in  the F ren ch  e p ic . F ro m  R oland 's  

f ir s t  ap p earan ce  in  e p ic  lite r a tu r e  he i s  in v a r ia b ly  a s so c ia te d  with  

d e m e su r e , w ith a r e a d in e ss  to  r e s o r t  to  hot tem p er  and sw o rd s that 

u lt im a te ly  p r o v e s  the ca u se  of h is  dow nfall. R oland is  a ls o  a paragon  

of v a lo r , lo y a lty  and p r id e , but he i s  n ever  d is tin g u ish ed  by h is  co u r te sy .
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Y et, in  R auf, th is  la s t  v ir tu e  i s  m o st  s e v e r e ly  te s te d . In R oland 's

f ir s t  m ee tin g  w ith  the c o l l ie r  he i s  provoked  tim e  and aga in  by the

pu gn aciou s R auf, but he resp o n d s on ly  w ith  am u sed  fo rb ea ra n ce .

E ven  when Rauf ch a llen g es  h im  to figh t he d em u rs and a ttem p ts  to

c o n c ilia te  h im :

"it is  ly k e , " sa id  s c h ir  R oland, and lic h t ly  he leu ch  
"That s e c  ane s tu b ill husband m an  w ald s try k e  stou tly  
T har i s  m ony toun m an , to  tu g g il i s  fu ll teu ch  
T hocht h a ir  b ran d is  be blak and unburely.
Oft f ir  fo u llis  a r e  fundin faynt and a ls  freu ch ,
I defend w e fech t or  fe l l  in  that fo ly .
Lat se  how w e m a y  d is s e v e r  w ith  so v e r n e s  aneuch  
And catch e cra b itn es  aw ay, be C h rist co u n sa ll I. "

( i i , v s s .  521 -528)

F in a lly , at th e  end of the w ork, R oland sep a r a te s  Rauf and M agog, the 

S a ra cen  whom  R auf i s  figh tin g , and through h is  o v e r tu r es  he w ins the 

pagan knight to  C h ristia n ity .

A s far  a s  we know, the ro m an ce  i s  an o r ig in a l co m p o sitio n .

T he s to r y  of a king in  d isg u ise  bein g  badly tr e a ted  by an u n su sp ectin g  

com m on er  is  of c o u rse  an old one and g o e s  back  at le a s t  to  the le g en d s  

of H aroun A1 R ashid; the m o st fam ou s v e r s io n  in E n g lish  i s  the ta le  

of A lfred  the G reat and the c a k es. The c lo s e s t  analogue to  Rauf i s  the 

b allad  of "John the R e ev e , but the d if fe r e n c e s  b etw een  th e tw o d em ­

o n stra te  som e of the q u a lit ie s  o f N orth ern  rom a n ce . In the b a llad , the 

c o u r te sy  taught to  the g u est is  of a m u ch  s im p le r  n atu re. E dw ard II is  

taught by  the r e e v e  not to  w h isp er  at the tab le  and not to  r e fu se  ad­

m itta n ce  to  s tr a n g e r s . C h a r le s , on the oth er hand, i s  taught to  r e ­

sp ec t a b so lu te ly  the com m an ds of h is  h o s t, even  w hen th ey  see m  to  go
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co n trary  to g e n tle r  c u s to m s . C h a r lem a g n e 's  a ttem p ts  to  d efer  

p o lite ly  to  h is  h o st a re  rew ard ed  w ith b lo w s. T h is  fo c u s  on the la w s  

of h o sp ita lity  i s  a com m on  th em e in  N orth ern  ro m a n ce , e s p e c ia l ly  in  

the G aw ain p o em s: G aw ain and the G reen  K night and G aw ain and the  

C arl of C a r l is le . Indeed, the s im ila r ity  of th em e i s  so  s tr ik in g  that 

K ittred g e  fe lt  that he had to  d em o n stra te  that R auf w a s not an analogue

C  1

of G awain and the G reen  K night.

In th is  s im ila r ity  of m o tif , th en , w e can d is c e r n  so m e  con ­

n ec tio n s  b etw een  R auf and the N orth ern  A rthurian  r o m a n c e s . A  

fu rth er  con n ection  i s  the ob viou s debt that the seco n d  h a lf of the poem  

o w es to  Duke Row land and S ir  O tuel; the s c e n e s  of s in g le  com bat show  

obviou s b o rro w in g s . But th ere  a re  s t i l l  so m e  p r o b le m s in d eterm in in g  

i t s  p r e c is e  r e la tio n sh ip  to  the ch an son s on the one hand and to  N o rth ­

ern  ro m a n ce  on the o th er .

T o be s u r e , th ere  a re  so m e  "baronial" e le m e n ts  in  it s  th em e. 

R auf e x to ls  the feu d a l value o f su b m iss io n  to  o n e 's  h o s t , y e t  th is  su b ­

m is s io n  i s  couched  in  a n t i-a r is to c r a t ic  to n e s , un like G awain and the  

G reen  K night. It i s  tru e  that th ere  i s  a s im ila r  attitud e in G aw ain and 

the C arl of C a r l is le , in  w hich  G awain i s  taught " c a r l's  c o u r te sy , " but 

the C arl tu rn s out to  be a su p ern atu ra l b e in g , not an h o n est w orking  

m an  lik e  R auf. The tone of the p oem  a ls o  d if fe r s  m a rk ed ly  from  the  

G aw ain ro m a n ces; it  i s  som eth in g  o f a p arody of ro m a n ce .

We thus m u st d eterm in e  why a poet who is  ob v io u sly  part of 

the N orth ern  tra d itio n  tu rn ed  to  a chanson  and y e t  b orrow ed  only the
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n a m es  w h ile  tra n sfo rm in g  the c h a r a c te r s  and the se ttin g . And, if  the 

ro m a n ce  i s  a parod y , i s  it  a p arody of F ren ch  r o m a n c e ?  T h ere  is  

l it t le  in the w ork that i s  a c tu a lly  d er iv ed  from  the ch a n son s. B e s id e s ,  

s in c e  the C h arlem agn e ro m a n ces  w e re  not popular in  the N orth , why 

did the poet want to  s a t ir iz e  them  ?

P erh a p s the a n sw er  to th e s e  q u estio n s  can be found in  the 

cu r io u s  scen e  of the en cou n ter  b etw een  Roland and R auf. T he fo r m e r 's  

u n c h a r a c te r is t ic  c o u r te sy  h as a lrea d y  b een  n oted , but th ere  is  m o r e  to  

the m a tte r . J u st a s  R au f's  in s is te n c e  upon the su p rem a cy  of the h o st  

i s  a c h a r a c te r is t ic  m o tif  in  N orth ern  r o m a n ce , so  i s  th is  m e e tin g  b e ­

tw een  a s tra n g er  and a ch ie f knight o f the king a com m on in c id en t in  

N orth ern  A rthu rian  ro m a n ce .

T h is  m ee tin g  u su a lly  ta k es  the form  of an en cou n ter  b etw een  

one o f A r th u r 's  kn ights and a su r ly  and p u gnacious s tr a n g e r  who i s  

u lt im a te ly  m o ll if ie d , or ev en  m ad e an a lly  o f the cou rt, by A rth u r 's  

knight. T h is  agent of c o u r te sy  i s  in  a lm o st e v e r y  in sta n ce  Gawain.

T h u s, in  G o la g ro s and G aw ain, S p in a g ro s, a r e b e llio u s  baron  who had  

h u m ilia ted  S ir  K ay, i s  so  won o v er  by G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  that he jo in s  

A rth u r 's  cam paign  and g iv e s  him  p r o v is io n s , m en  and a d v ic e . L a te r , 

G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  on the b a ttle fie ld  g a in s  the vo lun tary  su b m iss io n  of 

G o la g ro s  to  A rthur and puts an end to  a c o s t ly  w ar. 52 jn The A w n tyrs  

of A rthur he p lea d s  the c a se  of a knight who h a s  b een  d is in h e r ited  and 

g a in s  another a lly  for h is  king. S im ila r ly , in the A vow ynge of A rthur  

h is  c o u r te sy  tow ard s a d efeated  opponent is  in  m ark ed  co n tra st to  K a y 's
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d e m e su r e . S ir  P e r c y v e l le  o f G a les  and Y w ain  and G aw ain a lso  

em p h a size  G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  in  d ea lin g  w ith  stra n g e  kn ights:

P e r c e v a l and Y w ain , in  d isg u ise .

The author o f R auf C o il 3 e a r  is  not the f ir s t  to  draw  a p a r a lle l  

betw een  R oland and Gawain; the tw o occu py an a logou s p o s it io n s  a s  

nephew s of a k ing. But what he s e e m s  to  do i s  to tr a n sp o se  G aw ain 's  

ch a ra cter  onto R oland 's; c er ta in ly , the la tte r  a c ts  m u ch  m o r e  lik e  the  

ty p ica l N orth ern  con cep tion  o f G awain than the h o t-te m p e r ed  w a rr io r  

of the C hanson de g e s te  trad ition .

Rauf C o i^ e a r , then, s e e m s  in fa c t to be a ty p ica l N orth ern  

ro m a n ce . It h a s  a so r t  o f G awain fig u re  in  it; the s e tt in g  i s  s p e c i f i ­

c a lly  N orth ern  and lo c a l ,  and the p lot r e v o lv e s  around tra d itio n a l  

feu d al v a lu e s . But w e a re  s t i l l  p erp lex ed  by the p o e t's  u se  o f a c y c le  

that w as not popular in the N orth, and h is  u se  of th is  c y c le  for  lit t le  

m o re  than the n a m es . If he ended up w ritin g  a rom an ce  that i s  so  

p a r a lle l to  N orth ern  A rthurian  ro m a n ce , why did he r e s o r t  to  a 

C arolin g ian  se tt in g ?

The r e a so n  fo r  th is  ch o ice  p erh ap s can be found in  the tone of 

the w ork . We can not be su r e  w h eth er the rom an ce  is  a p arod y, a 

s a t ir e , or a b u r le sq u e . 53 B ut c r it ic s  a g r ee  that it i s  a b road ly  h u m o r­

ous p ie c e  in  w hich  the com m on m an  b e s ts  the a r is to c r a t . Som e  

s c h o la r s  s e e  th is  ennobling of the com m on m an  a s  another d em on ­

str a tio n  of the d em o cra tic  b e lie f s  in h eren t in  Scotland and in  S co ttish  

v a lu e s . 54 H ow ever , one could ju st a s  e a s i ly  point out that the tr ium ph



120

of th e  com m on er  i s  a s  m uch a part of the p arod y  a s  the p arod y i s  a 

p art of the attack on the p r e te n s io n s  o f th e a r is to c r a t .

W hatever the c a u se , the p oem  d oes stand at a d is ta n ce  fro m  

the convention al ro m a n ces  o f the N orth . Its b u rlesq u in g  tone c o m e s  

p r im a r ily  from  a r e v e r s a l  of the com m on s itu a tio n s  and m o tifs  o f  

ro m an ce: the c o ll ie r  tea ch in g  co u r te sy  to  the king; the c o ll ie r  s u c ­

c e s s fu l ly  defying a knight; the co n v e rs io n  of a pagan through r e a so n  

r a th e r  than through fa ith  or con q u est. Y et, at the tim e  the ro m a n ce  

w a s w ritten , c h iv a lr ic  ro m a n ces  w ere  im m e n se ly  popular am ong the 

c la s s  m o s t  attuned to  lite r a tu r e . A  w ork  that d e lib e r a te ly  p arod ied  

A rthu rian  rom an ce, or  one that h eld  such  a d m ired  f ig u r e s  a s  G aw ain  

up to  r id ic u le , would p erh ap s not m e e t  w ith  m uch s u c c e s s .  T he on ly

E n g lish  rom an ce  w hich  a c tu a lly  d oes parody G awain i s  T he J e a s te  of 

55S ir G aw ain , and th is  w ork w as w r itten  la te  in  the fifteen th  cen tu ry  

in  the south of England w hen r o m a n c e s  w ere  no lo n g er  w r itten  or  

a p p rec ia ted .

The author of R auf w a s m o st  l ik e ly  fr u str a te d  in  p arodyin g the  

lo c a l c y c le  o f ro m a n c e - it w as s im p ly  too  p op ular. Instead , he 

b orrow ed  the n a m es and so m e  o f the p lot from  the M atter of F r a n c e ,  

but ra th er  than w ritin g  a C harlem agne ro m a n ce , he w rote  a co m ic  

v e r s io n  of a ty p ica l N orth ern  ro m a n ce . It w ould indeed be r a sh  to  

s ta te  p r e c is e ly  that he w as m aking fun o f G awain w h ile  d isg u is in g  him  

a s  R oland, but th is  exp lan ation  d o es  accou nt for  the cu riou s r e la t io n ­

sh ip  b etw een  Rauf C o ilg ea r  and A rth u rian  and C h arlem agn e r o m a n c e s .
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C erta in ly , the m o s t  p e r v a s iv e  e lem en t in  the rom an ce  is  th e outlook of 

th e  N orth ern  A rthu rian  r o m a n c e s .

The u se  of A rth u rian  m o tifs  in  R auf h e lp s  to  so lv e  the cen tra l 

p ro b lem  of th e unpopularity  of C harlem agn e ro m a n ces  in  the N orth.

In sp ite  of th e ir  s im ila r  th e m e s , th ey  had to  com p ete  w ith  the e n ­

tren ch ed  p op u lar ity  o f A rthu rian  ro m a n ce . It h as long b een  r e a liz e d  

that so m e  of the p op u lar ity  of A rth u rian  rom an ce can be tr a c e d  to  the 

p o lit ic a l am b itio n s of the A n g ev in s . Ju st a s  F ra n ce  had i t s  g lo r io u s  

h e r o e s  of an  e a r l ie r  a g e , so  m u st B r itia n , and A rthur b ecam e the  

n ational h ero . F u r th e rm o re , a s  M. D om in ica  L eg g e  p o in ts  out, 

e v en  in A n g lo -N o rm a n  the m o st  popular ro m a n c e s  w ere  th o se  dealin g  

w ith lo c a l h e r o e s  or fa m ilia l a n c e s to r s .

A rthur w a s a h ero  o f E ngland, and, a s  we sh a ll s e e ,  had  

N orth ern  a s s o c ia t io n s . T he fa c t that the N orthern  b aron s often  

s tru g g led  a g a in st the th ron e did not m ak e them  any l e s s  E n g lish . 

F u rth e rm o re , the pronounced  S co ttish  h o s t ili ty  tow ard s A rthur w as a 

crea tio n  of the la te r  n a tio n a lism  that a r o se  in  Scotland , a n a tio n a lism  

w hich , a s  w e have d is c u s se d  e a r l ie r ,  did not f lo u r ish  at the tim e  of 

B arb ou r. It i s  an o v e r s im p lif ic a t io n  to sa y  that h o s t il i ty  tow ard E n g­

land led  to h o s t il i ty  tow ard  A rthur or to  A rthurian  lite r a tu r e . N orth ­

ern  ro m an ce  r e p r e s e n ts  a so c ie ty  w ith a d istin ct cu ltu re  w hich  w as  

s o m e tim e s , but not a lw a y s , in p o lit ic a l o p p osition  to the th ron e, and 

w hich had an a m b iv a len t, ra th er  than open ly  h o s t ile  attitud e tow ard s  

th e  crow n.
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N e v e r th e le s s ,  the N orth ern  b aron s' c o n flic ts  w ith  th e ir  king

do p a r a lle l the c o n flic ts  o f the F ren ch  b aron s w ith  th e ir  m o n a rch s .

A lthough th e  E p ic s  o f  R evo lt n ev er  flo u r ish ed  in  the N orth b eca u se  of

th e p r e -e m in e n c e  of the A rth urian  c y c le , the an a logou s h is to r ic a l

s itu a tio n  did p rod u ce w o rk s that w e re  roughly p a r a lle l in  sp ir it  and in

the v a lu e s  th ey  ex to l. But th e se  w orks a r e  a lm o st  e x c lu s iv e ly

A rthurian , in p art b e c a u se  o f A r th u r 's  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith E ngland, but

58a ls o  in p art b eca u se  of the tra d itio n s  link ing h im  w ith the N orth .

In th o se  N orth ern  ro m a n ces  w hich  a r e  re la ted  to  the ch an son s  

w e s e e  the e ffec t of the N orthern  sch o o l. The ch a ra c ter  o f T urpin  and 

h is  co n flic t w ith the em p ero r  perh ap s r e c a ll  lo c a l h is to r y . E ven  such  

poor m a te r ia l a s  Duke Row land and S ir  O tu el h a s  at le a s t  so m e  c h a r a c ­

t e r is t ic  N orth ern  v ig o r . Rauf C o ilg ea r , th e b e s t  of the th r e e , ow es  

m u ch o f it s  v ita lity  to  the m o tifs  of N orth ern  M iddle E n g lish  c h iv a lr ic  

ro m a n ce .
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F ro m  the in v e s tig a tio n  of the h is to r ic a l and C harlem agne  

l ite r a tu r e  in the p reced in g  ch a p ters w e can  rea so n a b ly  conclude that 

the N orth  w as a s  d is t in c t iv e  in  i t s  l ite r a tu r e  a s  it w as in i t s  h is to r y .

The N orth ern  C h arlem agn e r o m a n c e s , for  ex a m p le , a re  d istin g u ish ed  

fro m  the n on -N orth ern  w ork s by th e ir  in vo lvem en t w ith the id e a ls  of 

c h iv a lr y  and feu d a lism . H ow ever, the bulk of N orthern  ro m an ce  con­

c e r n s  i t s e l f  not w ith h is to r y  or w ith the M atter of F r a n c e , but w ith the 

A rth u rian  legen d .

T h ese  ro m a n ces  a r e  s c a r c e ly  a hom ogen ous group. T hey  

range from  the n ear  d o g g ere l of The Turk and G awain to  popular r o ­

m a n ce , lik e  G awain and the C arl o f C a r lis le  and to the su b lim ity  of 

of G aw ain and the G reen  Knight and the A llite r a t iv e  M orte A r th u re . 

H ow ever , w ith in  the w ide v a r ie ty  of to n e , th em e, and su b ject in th is  

co rp u s, a group of ro m a n ces  stand s apart b eca u se  of th e ir  s in g le  

h ero : G aw ain. F or part of the u n iq u en ess of the N orth ern  ro m an ce  

tra d itio n  i s  the p r e -e m in e n c e  of one of the e a r lie r  f ig u r e s  of 

A rth u rian  lite r a tu r e  at a co m p a ra tiv e ly  la te  d ate. But to  understand  

the G aw ain r o m a n c e s  a s  th ey  appear in  the N orth , w e m u st, a s  w e did 

w ith the C h arlem agne r o m a n c e s , un derstand  th e ir  con tin en ta l so u r c e s  

f ir s t .

G awain w as one o f the e a r l ie s t  f ig u r e s  to  be a s s o c ia te d  w ith  

A rthur. In e a r ly  W elsh  rom an ce  h is  prototype i s  probably G w ri G w allt 

A vyn, a fig u re  who b e a r s  a c lo s e  r e se m b la n ce  to  Cuchulainn. * It i s  

p o ss ib le  that, a s  w ith  Y vain , th ere  w as a h is to r ic a l G awain who w as a
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C e ltic  p r in c e  in th e north of E ngland during the six th  cen tu ry .  ̂ H ow ­

e v e r , n e ith er  the h is to r ic a l  G awain nor h is  fo lk  a n teced en ts  h ave  a 

d ir e c t in flu en ce  on the c h a ra c ter  of the h ero  in  la te r  A rth u rian  l i t e r ­

a tu re . ^

In fa c t, th ere  a r e  two d ifferen t G aw ains in  the A rth urian  

trad ition : the G awain of the c h r o n ic le s  and the G awain of the r o ­

m a n c e s . The o ld e s t  te x ts  are  from  the ch ro n ic le  tra d itio n , but it h a s  

b een  w e ll d em on stra ted  that th er e  w e r e  G awain r o m a n c e s  that p reced ed  

the f ir s t  m en tion  of G aw ain in  a c h ro n ic le .  ̂ The ch a ra c ter  of G awain  

a s  he d ev e lo p s  in  the c h r o n ic le s  i s  a r e la t iv e ly  s im p le  one. In the 

e a r lie r  w o rk s he i s  only one of A r th u r 's  m any h e r o e s . In H is to r ia  

R egum  B ritan n iae  fo r  ex a m p le , he i s  l it t le  m o r e  than a v a lia n t, s o m e ­

what im p etuous w a r r io r  who i s  r a r e ly  s in g led  out for  sp e c ia l m en tio n .

C
He i s  equated  w ith  h is  cou sin  H oel, and such  w a r r io r s  a s  K ay and 

B edw yr stand far  above h im .

The ten d en cy  o f la te r  ch ro n ic le  w r ite r s  to en la r g e  G aw ain 's  

r o le  m igh t be the r e su lt  o f in flu en ce from  th e  lo s t  A rth urian  r o m a n c e s  

of the p r e -C h r e t ie n  p er iod . U ndoubtedly W ace knew  of th ese  ta le s  but
C*

w e cannot d eterm in e  if  th ey  a ffec ted  h is  p o rtra it of G aw ain. C erta in ly  

h is  G aw ain in  add ition  to  v a lo r  sh ow s so m eth in g  of the frau n ch yse  fo r  

w hich  the la te r  G awain w as w e ll known. B ut W ace m a y  have changed  

h is  ch a ra c ter  from  that of a p u re ly  m a r tia l fig u re  to that of a N orm an  

knight s im p ly  b eca u se  he g iv e s  the en tire  A rth u rian  s e c t io n  o f h is  

w ork the trap p in gs of N orm an  c h iv a lry . N e v e r th e le s s ,  the N orm an
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poet d oes su g g e st  an in tim a te  r e la t io n sh ip  b etw een  the king and h is  

nephew  that m igh t have b een  borrow ed  fro m  the r o m a n c e s . L ayam on  

in  h is  en la rg em en t o f W a ce 's  ch ro n ic le  e n la r g e s  and a ls o  e x a lts

O
G aw ain 's p o sitio n ; he p a r tic u la r ly  p r a is e s  the h e r o 's  lo y a lty . °

The im a g e  o f G awain that the c h r o n ic le s  p r e se n t i s  o f a 

stu rd y , v a lo r o u s , o c c a s io n a lly  o v e r ly  im p etu o u s, w a r r io r  who i s  

above a ll  lo y a l to  h is  k ing.®  The ch ro n ic le  tra d itio n  th us s c a r c e ly  

p r e fig u r e s  the p o r tra it that the r o m a n c e s  g iv e  us of one of the m o s t  

co m p lex  and m u tab le  f ig u r e s  o f A rthu rian  rom a n ce .

The w ork of the la te  R. S. L o o m is  h a s d em o n stra ted  the 

e x is te n c e  o f a now lo s t  tra d itio n  of B re to n  ro m a n ce  in  w h ich  G awain  

w as the c en tr a l fig u re . H ow ev er , the e a r l ie s t  extan t ro m a n ce  p o r ­

tr a y a l o f G aw ain i s  C h r e tie n 's . Throughout h is  r o m a n c e s  G aw ain i s  

p r e se n te d  a s  the su p rem e standard of kn ightly  v ir tu e . P erh a p s b e ­

cau se  of h is  p e r fe c tio n  he p la y s  a seco n d a ry  r o le  in a ll  of th e w o rk s  

ex cep t for  the u n fin ish ed  co n c lu s io n  of P e r c e v a l . F o r  in  a l l  of 

C h re tien 's  ro m a n ce  th ere  i s  a m o r a l i s s u e  not fu lly  s a t is f ie d  by the  

h e r o , H  and G awain is  u su a lly  b la m e le s s .  G aw ain 's function  i s  to  

s e r v e  a s  a standard  of ch iv a lry  a g a in st w hich  o th er  kn ights a r e  te sted ;

e ith e r  in  b a ttle , a s  in  C lig e s  or  Y v a in , or in  a co m p a r iso n  o f ad -

12v en tu res  a s  in  L a n ce lo t or , p erh a p s, P e r c e v a l .  But h is  con cep tion

of G aw ain a s  the id e a l o f ch iv a lry  did not o r ig in a te  w ith  C h retien , for

it  i s  a ls o  found in  the L a n ze le t of U lr ich  von  Z a tz ik oven , w hich  i s  b e -

1 *3lie v e d  to  be b a sed  on a p r e -C h r e t ie n  ro m a n ce . 10
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C h retien , w ith  h is  c h a r a c te r is t ic  a b ility  to c rea te  m o r a l 

i s s u e s  out of h is  le g a c y  of A rthu rian  tra d itio n , m a k es  G aw ain 's e x c e l ­

le n c e  a com bin ation  o f v ir tu e s . F ir s t ,  and a p r e r e q u is ite  fo r  a l l  of 

the o th e r s , i s  G aw ain 's v a lo r  and p r o w e ss; the b e s t  that any of  

C h r e tie n 's  h e r o e s  can hope for  in  com bat w ith  him  i s  a draw . H ow ­

e v e r ,  the m o s t  im p ortant v ir tu e s  o f G aw ain, not only in  C h retien  but 

e ls e w h e r e , a r e  h is  co u r te sy  and h is  trou th e . G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  

a d m its  of no s im p le  exp lan ation , a s  in d eed , it  i s  no s im p le  v ir tu e .

B . J . W hiting b e lie v e s  that th er e  i s  a c lo se  con n ection  b etw een  G aw ain 's  

c o u r te sy  and h is  am a to ry  p r o w e ss , ^  and h is  v ie w s  have in flu en ced  a 

g en era tio n  of G aw ain c r i t ic s .  H ow ever , th is  v iew  i s  s u r e ly  too lim ite d ,  

b e c a u se  c o u r te sy  i s  not a lw a y s  a s so c ia te d  w ith  love; in  fa c t, in  the 

C han son s de G este  th e se  tw o a re  kept se p a r a te . C o u rtesy  o f c o u rse  

can be a s s o c ia te d  w ith lo v e , a s  in the R om an de la  R o s e , but in  e a r ly

c h iv a lr ic  ro m an ce  it  i s  m o re  com m on ly  app lied  to  r e la t io n sh ip s  b e -  

1 ^tw een  m en  and i s  c lo s e ly  lin ked  to  th ree  v a lu e s : lo y a lty , m e r c y ,  

and d e feren ce  to  o th er s .

G aw ain, a s  he a p p ea rs  in  C h r e tie n 's  w o rk s, i s  o ften  show n  

ex h ib itin g  one of th e se  v ir tu e s , but he r a r e ly  p la y s  th e lo v e r 's  r o le .

In L e C h ev a lie r  de la  C h arrette  he su ccu m b s b r ie f ly  to the ch a rm s of 

the lad y  L u n ette , but nothing com es of it . It i s  only at the end of the  

P e r c e v a l , w h ere  he h a s h is  own independent a d v en tu res , that he i s  the 

ty p ica l co u rtly  lo v e r , but h is  r o le  th ere  i s  m uch m o re  co m p lex  than  

that.
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The d e feren ce  to  o th er s , p a r tic u la r ly  s tr a n g e r s  and w om en,

i s  the e s s e n t ia l  link  b etw een  the c h iv a lr ic  and rom a n tic  co n cep tio n s of

ch iv a lry , fo r  the cham pioning of la d ie s  i s  a d ir e c t c o r o lla r y  of

co u r te sy . But at the concluding part of the P e r c e v a l  w e e x p lic it ly  s e e

the d ifferen ce  b etw een  the tw o. G awain is  the P rou d  L a d y 's  cham pion

b eca u se  he lo v e s  h er , but he i s  a ls o  the d is in te r e s te d  cham pion  of the

M aid w ith the L ittle  S le e v e s . T h is  d e feren ce  to  o th e r s , ra th er  than

the p u rsu it of w om en  i s  the v ir tu e  for  w hich  G aw ain i s  m o s t  noted in

e a r ly  A rthu rian  ro m a n ce . He i s  a lw a y s the s u c c e s s fu l  in ter m e d ia r y

b etw een  A rth u r 's  court and a stran ge  knight: P e r c e v a l ,  E vain  or

^ 1 fi
C lig e s , a s  in  C h retien , or L a n celo t in  U lr ich  von Z a tz ik h o v en 's  w o r k /0 

G awain a lw a y s w in s the fr ien d sh ip  of th e se  kn ights through h is  

c o u r te sy  and d e fe r e n c e , in  co n tra st to  S ir  K ay w h ose  su r ly  trea tm en t  

of s tr a n g e r s  and u n d erlin gs a lw ays b r in g s  about h is  d isco m fit in g .

T hus G aw ain, the sym b o l o f c o u r te sy  for C h retien , i s  r e ­

m oved  from  the th em e of lo v e , cou rtly  or o th e r w ise , w hen the poet i s  

lauding h is  co u r te sy . F o r  G aw ain 's c o u r te sy , as it a p p ea rs  in  

C h retien , i s  the o ld er  c o u r te sy  of the f ir s t  feud al a g e , m o r e  akin to  

the C hansons than to th e ro m a n ces  of cou rtly  lo v e . It is  that v irtu e  

w hich  a cco m p a n ie s  d ea lin g s  w ith  o th e r s , e s p e c ia l ly  th o se  who a re  

w eak or un p rotected , and i s  th er e fo re  often  ap p lied  to  la d ie s , but it 

i s  not in  i t s e l f  an a sp e c t of am atory  p r o w e ss . G aw ain 's r o le  a s  a 

lo v e r  is  e s s e n t ia lly  ir r e le v a n t to h is  r o le  a s  a fig u re  of co u r te sy .

At the h eart of C h retien 's  con cep tion  of c o u r te sy  i s  trou th e,
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G aw ain 's sp e c ia l v ir tu e . ^  H is on ly  independent ad v en tu res  in  

C h re tien 's  w ork s take p la ce  at the end o f P e r c e v a l  and fo llo w  the 

ty p ica l p a ttern  of h is  r o m a n c e s: a h e r o 's  attem pt to  deal w ith a 

m o r a l co n flic t.

In G aw ain 's c a s e ,  the m o r a l p rob lem  i s  tro u th e , for  he

p le d g e s  h is  w ord no l e s s  than four t im e s  in th is  sh o r t seg m en t: f ir s t ,

to  r e s c u e  the lad y  of M en te sc la ir e ; seco n d  to figh t G u in gam b resil;

th ird  to  see k  the b leed in g  la n ce  for the p eop le  of C avallon; and fin a lly

to  fight G u irom elan t. But a ll of th ese  vow s get in  the w ay of each

1 fto th er , s o  than none of th em  i s  a cco m p lish ed  w ith in  the n a rra tiv e .

G aw ain i s  thus caught b etw een  co n flic tin g  lo y a lt ie s ,  ju st a s  E rec  is  

torn  b etw een  h is  p r iv a te  p le a s u r e s  and public  duty, or L a n celo t b e ­

tw een  the d ic ta te s  o f co u rtly  lo v e  and of kn ightly  h on or, or P e r c e v a l  

is  caught b etw een  h is  r e s p o n s ib ility  to  h is  m o th er  and h is  d estin y  o f  

the G ra il q u est. G aw ain 's d ilem m a is  con n ected  w ith  trou th e, b e ­

cau se  th is  v ir tu e  i s  at the c o re  of h is  c o u r te sy .

T he ch ie f v ir tu e s  of G aw ain a s  he a p p ea rs  in  C h re tien 's  r o ­

m a n c e s  a re  su b sta n tia lly  th o se  of the e a r lie r  c h iv a lr ic  age: tro u th e , 

c o u r te sy , m e r c y  and v a lo r . The sp ir itu a lity  that i s  a part of P e r c e v a l  

i s  e n t ir e ly  a b sen t from  G aw ain 's nature; so  too  i s  th e m a te r ia l o f the 

m o d el cou rtly  lo v e r  that we s e e  in  the fig u re  o f L a n ce lo t. G aw ain is  

c le a r ly  an ex a m p le  o f an o ld er  type of h e r o . It i s  not m e r e ly  that h is  

v ir tu e s  a re  s e c u la r , or  that he i s  p ro m iscu o u s; ra th er  h is  v ir tu e s  

a r is e  from  an e a r l ie r ,  p erh ap s s im p le r , t im e . F o r  we m u st not
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fo rg e t that behind C h r e tie n 's  p o r tra y a l of G aw ain lie  the e a r l ie r ,  now  

lo s t ,  B reto n  ro m a n ces  in  w hich G awain w as the cen tra l h ero . He i s  

the e a r l ie s t  of the ro m a n ce  h e r o e s  and a s  such  i s  the sym b o l of v ir tu e s  

that w ere  la te r  su p e r se d e d  in  A rth u rian  ro m a n ce . Indeed , C haucer  

r e c o g n iz e s  G aw ain 's e s s e n t ia l ly  a r c h a ic  quality  w hen he r e f e r s  to  h im  

a s  "Gawayn with h is  o lde c u r te isy e .

The notion  of G aw ain 's p r o m isc u ity  h a s  b een  c o n s id e re d  a s  

one of the r e a so n s  fo r  the h e r o 's  d ec lin e ; for it  i s  g e n e r a lly  b e lie v e d  

that G aw ain underw ent th e p r o c e s s  of e p ic  d eg en era tio n  in  la te r

p  I

A rth u rian  ro m a n ce . H ow ever , one m ig h t m o re  r ea so n a b ly  sa y  that 

a s  new  th em es  e n te r  ro m an ce  h is  im p o rta n ce  d im in ish e s . T h u s, in  

the e a r ly  G rail r o m a n c e s  he d o es  not a c h ie v e  the G ra il, but he s t i l l  

rem a in s  n ea r ly  p e e r le s s ;  a ch iev in g  the G ra il i s  s im p ly  not for  h im , 

but he i s  not d em eaned  by th is  fa ilu r e . In fa c t, G awain i s  the cen tra l

90
fig u re  o f the f ir s t  contin uation  of the C onte de G raal, and in  W olfram  

von E sch en b a ch 's  P a r z iv a l he i s  seco n d  on ly  to the tra n scen d en t fig u re  

of P a r z iv a l h im se lf . ^  In the P e r le s v a u s  G aw ain fa i l s  to  a c h ie v e  the  

q u est on ly  b eca u se  he i s  o v e r ly  p io u s. It i s  only in  the Q u este  d e l 

Saint G raal that any sh am e i s  a ttach ed  to  h im , and th is  i s  b e c a u se  of 

h is  g e n e ra l p o s itio n  in  the V ulgate c y c le .

The g rea t change in  the p r e se n ta tio n  of G aw ain is  found in  

th is  s e c t io n  o f th e V u lga te . In the M er lin  he i s  the ty p ica l G aw ain of 

the c h r o n ic le s . In the L a n ce lo t, h e  i s  the ty p ica l G aw ain o f the 

r o m a n c e s: co u rteo u s , s e n s ib le , and v a lia n t, and seco n d  on ly  to  the
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p ro ta g o n ist . H ow ever, he i s  d isg r a ce d  at h is  v is i t  to  the G ra il 

c a s t le  w h ere h is  dow nfall b e g in s . In the Q ueste  he i s  the f ir s t  to  

sw ea r  to  se a r c h  for  the G ra il, but of a l l  the kn ights he i s  le a s t  s u c ­

c e s s fu l .  He fa ils  to  rep en t fo r  h is  s in s  and m u rd ers  s e v e r a l k n igh ts, 

in clu d in g  h is  sw orn  b ro th er . ^  G awain i s  a p u re ly  se c u la r  fig u re  and 

by h is  fa ilu re  the C is te r c ia n  author sought to em p h a size  the l im i ­

ta tio n s  o f w o r ld ly  ch iv a lry .

The fin a l change in  G aw ain's ch a ra cter  ta k es  p la ce  in  the  

M ort A rtu  se c t io n . P a r a d o x ica lly , it i s  in  th is  s e c t io n  of the V ulgate  

that G aw ain d om in ates the a c tio n  and p la y s  h is  m o st s ig n ifica n t ro le  in  

th e A rth u rian  leg en d , for  h is  d e s ir e  for  v en g ea n ce  on L a n celo t for  the 

m u rd er  of h is  b ro th ers  le a d s  to  the d estru c tio n  of the k ingdom . G awain  

c h o o se s  fa m ily  lo y a lty  o ver  lo y a lty  to  h is  king. T h u s, in  o rd er  to  

s a t is fy  h is  p r iv a te  v en g ea n ce  he p lu n ges the A rth u rian  w orld  into  

ch a o s . The knight who had b een  A rth u r 's  ch ie f support in the e a r lie r  

ro m a n ces  thus b e c o m e s  in  the V ulgate r e sp o n s ib le  for  th e  d ism an tlin g  

of the s o c ia l o rd er  the king had attem p ted  to  e s ta b lish . G aw ain is  

condem ned fin a lly  not ju st fo r  h is  s e c u la r is m  but for  h is  com m itm en t  

to p r iv a te  v en g ea n ce  and p r iv a te  w a rfa re  ra th er  than lo y a lty  to the king  

and m ain ten an ce  o f the com m on good.

Why d oes G aw ain 's r o le  change so  co m p le te ly ?  Som e o f th e  

a n sw e r s , a s  w ith  the q u estio n  of the o r ig in s  of the E pic of R ev o lt, can  

be found in  the p o lit ic a l s itu a tion  of th e t im e s . The m o n a stic  w r ite r s  

of the V ulgate c y c le  w ere  attem p tin g  to  em p h a size  the im p o rta n ce  of
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m o n a rch ia l r ig h ts  o v e r  feu d al r ig h ts  and to  stren g th en  the F ren ch  

th ron e. T h u s, th e  im p la ca b le  e n e m ie s  o f A rthur in the f ir s t  part of 

the V ulgate a r e  th o se  feu d a l b arons and p etty  k in gs who r e s i s t  th e lo s s  

of th e ir  pow er to  a stron g  m o n a rch . The r e s u lt  o f th is  stron g  m o n a rch y  

i s  a w e ll-o r d e r e d  s o c ie ty , although tr a g ic a lly  flaw ed  by the a d u ltery  of 

L a n celo t and G u en ev ere . When th e ir  s in  u lt im a te ly  c a u se s  the feudal 

b e lie f s  of p r iv a te  v en g ea n ce  and w a rfa re  to reap p ea r  in  the p e r so n  of 

G aw ain, the s o c ia l o rd er  c o lla p s e s . T he ca u se  of th is  c o lla p se  i s  the 

s in  of the cou rt, but th e in stru m en t i s  feu d al p a ss io n .

The m on k ish  au th ors of the V u lga te , then, w ere  d em on ­

s tra tin g  the e v i ls  of fe u d a lism , but why did they ch o o se  G aw ain a s  the  

em bod im ent of the d e s tr u c tiv e  p o w ers of the o ld er  o r d e r?  P r e c is e ly  

b e c a u se  of h is  p o s itio n  a s  th e id ea l of knighthood in  the e a r l ie r  r o ­

m a n c e s . 27 He i s  the ep itom e of th e  O ld F eu d a lism  w hich i s  b a sed  on  

the old  feudal o r d e r , or  at le a s t  a rem em b ra n ce  o f that o r d e r , and he 

i s  th er e fo re  a m an w hose lo y a lt ie s  a r e , at the la s t ,  to  fa m ily  honor  

and p r iv a te  v en g ea n ce . T he id e a ls  that he r e f le c t s  a re  th o se  of an  

e a r lie r  ch iv a lry  w h ere the a c tio n  and freed o m  of the ind iv id u al a re  

m o r e  im p ortant than the p r e r o g a tiv e s  of the m on arch y . A rthur i s ,  

a fter  a l l ,  freq u en tly  a r o i fa in ean t in  m o s t  of the r o m a n c e s  that laud  

G aw ain. 28

Many of the w r ite r s  of the V ulgate c y c le  thus u se  G aw ain 's  

r o le  in  the tra g ed y  of the A rth u rian  kingdom  to d em o n stra te  the fa ilu r e  

and the danger o f the typ e o f ch iv a lry  and feu d a lism  that G aw ain cam e
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to  sy m b o liz e .

H ere  we s e e  the c u r io u s ly  op p o site  d evelop m en t o f the ch ro n i­

c le  G aw ain and the ro m an ce  G aw ain. In th e  fo r m e r  tra d itio n , G aw ain 's  

r o le  a s  one of th e  sta u n ch est of the k in g 's  su p p o rter s  n e v e r  ch an ges;  

but the G aw ain of the r o m a n c e s , who b eg in s  a s  the R oland to  A rth u r 's  

C h arlem agn e, la te r  b e c o m e s  a sy m b o l o f op p o sitio n  to the p ow er of 

th e m o n arch y  and to  a c e n tr a liz e d  s o c ia l  o rd er .

That the V ulgate  v e r s io n  o f G aw ain w as the r e s u lt  o f p o lit ic a l  

and s o c ia l  th inking and not a product of ep ic  d eg en era tio n  or of h is  

u n sa v o ry  sex u a l rep u ta tio n  i s  c le a r ly  d em o n stra ted  in  la te r  G aw ain r o ­

m a n c e s  in  F ren ch . F o r , in  th o se  r o m a n c e s  w hich  did not u se  the  

concep t of G aw ain a s  the sy m b o l of d e s tr u c tiv e  fe u d a lism , h is  p o s itio n  

i s  u n tarn ish ed , and, if  anything, e x a lted . M any independent v e r s e  

r o m a n c e s , so m e of th em  w r itten  a s  la te  a s  the th ird  q u a rter  of the 

th irteen th  cen tu ry , continue to  p r e se n t G aw ain a s  the id e a l of w o r ld ly  

knighthood, a g a in st whom  a ll o th er kn ights m u st be m e a su r e d . ^  E ven  

a la te  ad d ition  to  th e V ulgate  c y c le , the L iv r e  D 'A rtu s p r e se n ts  h im  in  

th is  m a n n er . ^0 J ea n  de M eun, w r itin g  in  1275, sp ea k s  of noble kn ights  

thus: " C h ev a liers  a u s a r m e s  h a r d iz /P r e u z  en  fa iz  e c o u r te is  par d iz /
Q 1

Si con  fu m is  s i r e s  G a u va in s/ Qui ne fu p as p arau z a u s v a in s . "

The C ontinental tra d itio n  o f G aw ain fo llo w s  tw o m a in  b ra n ch es:  

the ch ro n ic le  tra d itio n , in  w hich  h is  c h a ra c ter  i s  s im p le  and r em a in s  

con stan t, and the rom an ce  tra d itio n  in  w hich  he b e c o m e s  a sy m b o l of 

the o ld er  c h iv a lr y , fo r  b e tter  or  w o r se . In r o m a n c e s  w h ere  the p r im a ry
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in t e r e s t s  of the au th ors a r e  in  the n ew er v ir tu e s  of sp ir itu a lity  o r  

co u rtly  lo v e  he ta k es  seco n d  p la ce  to  such  f ig u r e s  a s  P e r c e v a l,

L a n ce lo t, and G alahad. In th o se  ro m a n c e s  w hich s e e k  in  so m e  w ay  

to  d isc r e d it  the o ld er  fe u d a lism , o ften  la te r  w o rk s, he p la y s  a d e ­

s tr u c tiv e  r o le . But in w o rk s w hich  d ea l n e ith er  w ith fin e  am our nor  

the G ra il q u est, he r e ta in s  h is  p r im a cy .

The ch a ra c ter  and p r e se n ta tio n  o f G aw ain in  N orth ern  r o ­

m a n ce  i s  lin k ed  to  G aw ain 's r ep re sen ta tio n  a s  a sy m b o l of the o ld er  

fe u d a lism . F o r  if  w e a ccep t the fa c t that the r e v iv a l o f fe u d a lism  in  

the N orth  i s  in  so m e  w ay p a r a lle l to  the old fe u d a lism , th en  we w ould  

ex p ect a ch a ra cter  who e x e m p lif ie s  the o ld er  feu d a lism  to  be of so m e  

im p o rta n ce  in  the lite r a tu r e  o f the N orth . In fa c t , n ow h ere e ls e  in  

extant E uropean  lite r a tu r e  i s  G awain so  g lo r if ie d . 32

It i s  tru e  that the C h arlem agne r o m a n c e s  w e r e  a ls o  r e p r e ­

sen ta tiv e  of th e  f ir s t  feu d al e r a , but, a s  w e have s e e n  in  the p reced in g  

ch ap ter , C h arlem agne r o m a n c e s  w ere  n ev er  r e a lly  popular in  th e  

N orth  b e c a u se  th ey  w ere  s p e c if ic a l ly  F ren ch  in  o r ig in . One of the  

h a llm a r k s  o f N orth ern  lite r a tu r e  w a s i t s  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  lo c a l  

a ffa ir s  and lo c a l background, ju st a s  N orth ern  s o c ie ty  i t s e l f  w as  

ra th er  in su la r . We have noted th is  lo c a lis m  in  the in tru sio n  o f the  

S co ttish  m il ie u  in to  the C a ro lin g ian  se ttin g  of R auf C o il 3 e a r . A rth u r, 

of c o u r se , w a s  B r it is h  to th e c o r e , but G awain had a lw a y s  b een  s p e ­

c if ic a lly  a s so c ia te d  w ith the N orth. A s e a r ly  a s  W illiam  of 

M a lm esb u ry 's  G esta  R egum  A nglorum  w e le a r n  that G aw ain ru led
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G a l l o w a y ^  and C e lt ic is t s  have r e c e n tly  tr ie d  to  find a h is to r ic a l  m o d e l  

for  G aw ain in  the s ix th  cen tu ry  N orth  W elsh  p r in c e s  who stru g g led  

a g a in st the invad ing A n g lo -S a x o n s.

T h is  i s  not to  a ccep t the W eston  th e s is  th at th ere  i s  any  

con n ection  b etw een  th e se  le g en d s  and the d ev e lop ed  body of N orth ern  

ro m a n ce . It i s  true that G awain ro m a n ces  do exh ib it a g r e a te r  d eg ree  

of ind ep endence from  con tin en ta l s o u r c e s  than do a lm o st any oth er  

group of E n g lish  r o m a n c e s , but th ere  i s  no ev id en ce  to  su g g e st  that 

an independent o ra l tra d itio n  l i e s  in  th e ir  a n c e s tr y . H ow ever , the 

ch a ra cter  of G awain in  N o rth ern  r o m a n c e ^  i s  p erh ap s the c le a r e s t  

in d ica tio n  we have of the c lo se  con n ection  b etw een  the feu d al r e v iv a l in  

the N orth  and the lite r a tu r e  of that reg io n .

We m igh t b eg in  our d is c u s s io n  o f the N o rth ern  G aw ain p o em s  

by d em o n stra tin g  th e ir  u n iq u en ess . F o r  th ere  i s  on ly  one co m p lete  

G aw ain poem  in  M iddle E n g lish  in  w hich h is  d em ean or in  any w ay  

s u ffe r s , T he J e a s te  o f S ir  G aw ain, ^  and th is  w ork  i s  th e  only non- 

N orth ern  G aw ain poem . B y com paring it  w ith a co n tem p o ra ry  N o rth ­

ern  w ork , G o la g ro s and G aw ain, we can s e e  th e ran ge of a ttitu d es  

tow ard s the ch a r a c ter  of G awain in the r e g io n s  o f B r ita in . F u r th e r ­

m o r e , w e can se e  how the tw o  ro m a n ces  w ork fro m  a s im ila r  so u r c e ,  

th e F ir s t  C ontinuation of the Conte de G r a a l.

The p rob lem  w ith  th e J e a s te  i s  to  d eterm in e  w hich  v e r s io n  of 

the F ir s t  C ontinuation i s  u sed  for the ep iso d e  of the Lady of L is .  The 

d istin ctio n  i s  im p ortan t, fo r  in  one G aw ain se d u c e s  the d a m se l, w h ile
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in the oth er he r a p e s  h e r . ° T h ere  a r e  h in ts  of both v e r s io n s  in  the 

ta le , but the s to r y  s e e m s  to  in d ica te  that the m aid en  i s  not rap ed , for
Q Q

h er  fa th er  sa y s: "My d o u ter 's  lo v e  he hath c len n e wonne (v s . 314), " 

and ap p aren tly  a g r e e s  w ith  G aw ain 's c la im  that the g ir l  lo v ed  h im .

S in ce the f ir s t  part of the s to r y  i s  m is s in g , a fin a l judgm ent w ould be 

d ifficu lt. One p o s s ib il ity  i s  that the author knew both v e r s io n s  o r a lly  

and confu sed  the tw o.

R. W. A ck erm an  b e lie v e s  that the poet c o n sc io u s ly  sh orten ed  

the w ork and did not in clu d e the seco n d  b a ttle  w ith  B ra n d e lis  so  that 

the poem  w ould have a co n c lu s io n . ^9 But h is  v iew  i s  s u r e ly  too lim ite d  

in that it  m a k es  ju dgm ents that the author h im s e lf  d oes not m a k e. F o r , 

if  the poem  h a s any p u rp ose  at a l l ,  it i s  a s  a s a t ir e  on m e d ie v a l r o ­

m a n ce . One m u st be cau tiou s about read in g  hum or into m e d ie v a l 

w o rk s, but the on ly  a ltern a tiv e  to a ccep tin g  the co m ic  e le m e n ts  of the  

rom an ce  w ould be to  c o n s id er  the author h o p e le s s ly  in co m p eten t. Y et 

h is  ta len t i s  p roved  by h is  a b ility  to  c re a te  a sh o r t, w e ll-k n it , n a r r a ­

tiv e  out o f d isp a ra te  e le m e n ts  and to c lo th e it in  sm ooth  v e r s if ic a t io n .

Indeed, at the h ea r t of the com ed y  of the poem  i s  a so r t  of 

r e v e r s a l  o f con ven tion a l ex p ec ta tio n s  in  ro m a n ce , a s  w e ll a s  a r id i ­

cu lin g  o f th e se  ex p ec ta tio n s . T hus the fa th er  a lte r n a te ly  co n v in ces  

or d is su a d e s  h is  so n s  fro m  figh tin g  G aw ain. G awain h im s e lf  r e v e r s e s  

r o le s  freq u en tly . In the f ir s t  part of the poem  he is  the ty p ica l  

paragon  of c o u r te sy , p ro m is in g  the la d y 's  k in sm en  that he w ill  m ak e  

am en d s ra th er  than, a s  one c r it ic  h a s  su g g e ste d , u sin g  h is  su p er io r
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p r o w e ss  to  avoid  gettin g  h is  due from  the d a m se l's  k in sm en . ^  A fter

each  s u c c e s s fu l  com bat he e x tr a c ts  a p led ge  fro m  the lo s e r  not to harm

the lady . He ch an ges co n s id era b ly , h o w ev er , a fter  h is  in d e c is iv e

com bat w ith B ra n d e lis :  h is  a d v e r sa r y  r e fu s e s  to  m ake such  a p r o m ise

and G awain c o o lly  le a v e s  the la d y  to  the m e r c ie s  of h er  b ro th er .

A fter  each  of the co m b a ts, the lo s e r ' s  h o r se  ru n s aw ay and

the d efea ted  knight h a s to  trudge off on foot, lea v in g  G awain m a s te r  of

the f ie ld . But at the end of the ro m an ce  the h e r o  h im se lf  lo s e s  h is

h o r se  and b e c a u se  o f the w eight o f h is  a rm o r:

H ys knyf he toke in hande 
H ys a rm u re  good  he cu tte  h im  fro  
E ls e  on foot m ygh te  he not goo  
T hus w ith c a re  w a s he bande.

( v s s .  500 -504)

G aw ain g o e s  back  to  cou rt "on foot fu ll w ey ly e . " P o rtra y in g  a knight 

w h ose w orth had b een  w e ll p rov en  in  the f ir s t  p art of the ro m an ce  in  

su ch  a p light i s  e ith e r  a m ark  o f in c o n s is te n c y  or a s ig n  o f s a t ir ic  

in ten t. F o r  the lo s s  of o n e 's  h o r s e  in  b attle  i s  a ro m a n ce  con ven tion  

that sy m b o liz e s  d ish o n o r. ^  T hus G aw ain, a fter  u n horsin g the o th e r s , 

in  a cco rd a n ce  w ith h is  tra d itio n a l p r o w e ss , i s  h im se lf  u n h orsed  and 

d ish on ored . H is a d v e r sa r y , h o w ev er , fa r e s  no b e tter . The w ronged  

fa m ily  i s  la s t  s e e n  h o r s e le s s ,  w ounded, and s c a r c e ly  ab le  to  w alk.

The d a m se l, in stea d  of g iv in g  b irth  to  a  noble so n , L e B e l Inconnu, a s  

in  o th er v e r s io n s  of the ta le ,  s im p ly  d isa p p ea r s . The en tire  tone of 

the w ork is  p erhap s su m m ed  up by  the a u th o r 's  com m ent on the grand  

and h e r o ic  oath o f B ra n d e lis  and G aw ain to  figh t to  the death at som e
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fu ture t im e: "And a fter  that tym e th ey  n ev er  m e tte  m o r e /  F u ll gladde  

w ere  th o se  knyghts th e r e fo r e " (v ss . 5 3 3 -5 3 4 ).

The attitude of the p oem , th en , i s  one of a n t i-c h iv a lr ic  

cynicism , and b u r le sq u e . C om pared w ith the T a ill  o f Rauf C o il 3 ea r  it  

i s  not a s  m u ch a p arody of ro m an ce  con ven tion s a s  i t  i s  of the n o tion s  

behind ch iv a lry . F o r  in  the S co ts  w ork s the a b su r d it ie s  of A rthurian  

and C a ro lin g ian  ro m a n ce  a r e  b u rlesq u ed , but no one c o m e s  out badly, 

w h e r ea s  su ch  tr a d it io n s  a s  fa m ily  h on or, p ro tec tio n  of la d ie s , and 

the upholding of oath s a re  r id icu led  in the J e a s te .

G aw ain i s  the p r in c ip a l ta rg e t of the a u th o r 's  sa t ir e  b e c a u se , 

a s  on the C ontinent, he i s  a sym b ol of c h iv a lr ic  tra d itio n . That such  

a sym b o l could be s o  th orou gh ly  b u rlesq u ed  is  a m a rk  of the desuetude  

into w h ich  the old  c u s to m s  had fa lle n  in  the south of E ngland. F o r  the  

author of R auf, a s  w e have s e e n , in  h is  fa r  g e n tler  s a t ir e , ap p eared  

to  sh ift  the p e r so n a g e s  and the am b ien ce  from  the m o r e  w id e ly  known  

A rth u rian  to  the l e s s  c h e r ish e d  C aro lin g ian . The author of the J e a s t e , 

h o w ev er , u s e s  the p resu m a b ly  untouchable G aw ain a s  h is  p r im a ry  

ta r g e t.

G o la g ro s and G aw ain, a w ork roughly  con tem p o ra ry  w ith the

A O
J e a s te , a ls o  d ea ls  w ith  the m a te r ia l from  the F ir s t  C ontinuation^ and  

tr a n s fo r m s  it  in to  so m eth in g  v e r y  m uch the a u th o r 's  own. H ow ever, 

w h ile  the author of the J e a s te  a tta ck s the c h iv a lr ic  cod e , the author  

of G o la g ro s  c e le b r a te s  and at th e sa m e tim e  in v e s t ig a te s  the e s s e n c e  

of that cod e. ^
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W illiam  M atthew s b e l ie v e s  that G o lagros is  a p o lit ic a lly  

o r ien ted  poem  dea lin g  w ith  th e p r o b le m s  of im p e r ia l in v a s io n  and the  

m ain ten a n ce  of freed o m  by sm a ll  p o w e r s . ^4 T h is  i s  p erh ap s r e la te d  

to  the co n cern  w ith im p e r ia l d om ination  and the p rop er  u se  of r eg a l  

a u th ority  that a p p ea rs  in  m u ch  of the N orth ern  A rth u rian  r o m a n c e s .

Som e c r i t ic s  f e e l  that th is  i s  ev id en ce  fo r  the exten t to  w hich  "the 

e v e r  p r e se n t fe a r s  of E ngland dem ands fo r  h om age had b eco m e  an  

o b s e s s io n  in  the S co ttish  nation al m ind. N e ith er  of th ese  op in ions  

fu lly  c o m e s  to  g r ip s  w ith  the h is to r ic a l  r e a li ty  of the N orth ern  s i tu ­

a tion  at that t im e . F o r  the sa m e  c o n c er n s  a re  r e f le c te d  in  lite r a tu r e  

from  both s id e s  of the b o rd er . Indeed, S co ttish  l ite r a tu r e  of m u ch  of 

th is  p er io d  h a s no d is tin c t c h a r a c ter , at le a s t  in  the a r ea  of ro m a n ce , 

ju st a s  the p o lit ic a l and s o c ia l  con d ition s on e ith e r  s id e  of the b ord er  

w ere  id e n tic a l. The co n cern  in  th e se  w ork s i s  not w ith  E n g lish  

im p e r ia lis m , but ra th er  w ith  m o n a rch ica l p ow er in  g e n e r a l.

We have a lrea d y  en cou n tered  a rou gh ly  a n a logou s s itu a tio n , 

that of th e  F ren ch  b aro n s in  the m id d le  o f the tw elfth  cen tu ry , a s itu ­

a tio n  that en g en d ered  th e E p ic  o f R ev o lt. T he s ta tu s  of the N o rth ern  

b a ro n s , h o w e v e r , w as not so  th rea ten ed  a s  w a s  that of th e ir  F ren ch  

co u n terp a rts . N ot u n til H enry VII w as any s e r io u s  a ttem p t m ad e to  

r e s tr ic t  the p r e r o g a t iv e s  of the E n g lish  b aron s of the N orth , and none 

of the few  v ig o ro u s  S co ttish  k in gs liv e d  lon g  enough to  m ak e m u ch  

headw ay a g a in st the S co ttish  n o b ility . H ence th e s e  E n g lish  r o m a n c e s  

a re  not s o  m uch d irec ted  a g a in st the king a s  w ere  th e  E p ic s  o f R evolt;
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r a th e r , th ey  a r e  d ir e c ted  in  favor  of b aro n ia l indep en dence and the  

v a lu e s  of the o ld er  fe u d a lism .

The p o lit ic a l a tm o sp h ere  behind G o la g ro s i s  quite d ifferen t  

fro m  that of the B a ro n 's  c y c le . A rthur d o es  h ave ty ra n n ica l le a n in g s , 

but he i s  not in c o r r ig ib le  a s  L ou is  i s  in  R aoul de C am b rai. It i s  tru e  

that w hen A rthur w ish e s  to  undertake the w ar a g a in st G o la g ro s  h is  

kn ights rep ly : "M ony le d is  sa l be lo s s i t  and l i f f i s  fo r lo n e / Sp ek is  

na s e c c e u d e r y  fo r  C h r is t is  sone deir"  (v s s .  2 7 7 -2 7 8 ). And A rth u r, 

lik e  H erod in the M y stery  p la y s , i s  beyond r ea so n a b le  p e r s u a s io n :^  

"Thar w as na m an  that d u rst m e ll  to  the K in g / Quhan th a i saw  that 

m ig h ty  sa  m ou it in  h is  m yn d e. " (v s s .  2 9 9 -3 0 0 ) H ow ev er , un like L o u is  

in  R aoul de C am b ra i, or  C h arlem agn e in  The Sege o f  M ela y n e , the 

king d o es  not have to  be fo r c e d  to  r e fo r m . He le a r n s  from  the exam p le  

of G aw ain and at the end of the ro m a n ce  p la y s  th e g r a c io u s  con q u eror  

and le a v e s  the country  in  G o lagros' hands.

H ow ever , the a u th o r 's  m a in  in te r e s t  i s  ch iv a lry  and c o u r te sy .  

A lthough the p o lit ic a l is s u e  i s  c er ta in ly  c en tr a l, it i s  r e f le c te d  ra th er  

in  the a u th o r 's  c h ie f  co n cern  fo r  the r e la tio n sh ip  b etw een  c o u r te sy  and 

the so m e tim e s  co n flic tin g  dem ands of c h iv a lry . F o r  the p r o b le m s  

brought on by A rth u r 's  im p er ia l am b ition  a r e  so lv ed  on ly  through  

G aw ain 's c o u r te sy .

The f ir s t  in c id en t o f the n a r r a tiv e , the fo ra g in g  exp ed itio n  to  

the c a s t le  o f S p in a g ro s, r e f le c t s  an u n co m p lica ted  a sp e c t of G aw ain 's  

c o u r te sy . He is  con v en tio n a lly  co n tra sted  w ith  the fig u re  o f "Kay the
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crab b ed , " who i s  im p o lite  to  h is  h o st and soundly b ea ten . G aw ain, a s  

a lw a y s , s u c c e e d s , through h is  p o li te n e s s ,  not on ly  in  a cq u ir in g  the 

n eed ed  su p p lie s  but a ls o  in  ga in in g  a va lu ab le  a lly  fo r  A r th u r 's  c a m ­

p aign . In th e f ir s t  p art, Gawain a ls o  a c ts  a s  an en voy  to  G o la g ro s , 

w h ere  he i s  ty p ic a lly  co u rteo u s  in h is  attem p t to  convin ce  G o lagros  

to  ren d er  h om age to  A rthur.

But the la s t  ex a m p le  of G aw ain 's c o u r te sy , w hen he i s  w illin g  

to  p la ce  h im s e lf  in  h is  e n e m y 's  hands to  avo id  k illin g  h im , s u g g e s ts  a 

far  m o r e  id e a liz e d  v ir tu e . G aw ain 's r ig id  con cep tion  of ch iv a lry  

p r e v en ts  h im  fro m  k illin g  a fa lle n  fo e , but G o la g ro s' r ig id  con cep tion  

of honor p r e v en ts  h im  from  y ie ld in g . An im p a sse  h a s  b een  rea ch ed  

b e c a u se  th e se  tw o a s p e c ts  of ch iv a lry  co n trad ict each  o th er . G aw ain, 

of c o u r se , cannot s im p ly  fr e e  G o la g ro s , s in c e  h is  trouthe com m an ds  

him  to  figh t th e e n e m ie s  of h is  k ing. T he situ a tio n  i s  r e s o lv e d  only  

by the s e l f l e s s n e s s  of Gawain: he a g r e e s  to  a llow  h im se lf  to  be  

s e e m in g ly  tak en  p r iso n e r  to  avo id  G o la g ro s ' h u m ilia tio n  b e fo re  h is  

own p eop le .

The c o u r te sy  that G awain ex h ib its  in  th is  s c e n e  i s  a d ev e lo p ­

m en t o f  the a sp e c t  of c o u r te sy  a s  c o n s id era tio n  of o th e r s , but it i s  

m u ch  m o re  tra n scen d en t than m e r e  p o lite n e s s  or  aid gran ted  to  la d ie s  

in  d is t r e s s .  Me su re  h a s b een  a part of c o u r te sy  s in c e  the C hanson de 

R oland , and tw elfth  cen tu ry  F ra n ce  r e f in ed  the con cep t to  in clu d e lo v e .

In th is  ro m a n ce , h o w ev er , G aw ain e x e m p lif ie s  q u a lit ie s  of s e l f l e s s n e s s  

m o r e  akin  to th e c o u r te sy  found in  the w o rk s of the G awain poet than to
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the fin e  am ou r c o u r te sy  b a sed  in the F ren ch  r o m a n c e s .

But G awain i s  not the only co u rteo u s  fig u re  in  the ro m a n ce , 

fo r  a ll  o f h is  a c tio n s  and v ir tu e s  a re  p a r a lle le d  by th o se  o f G o la g ro s.

A n e a sy  id e n tif ic a tio n  b etw een  the tw o i s  m ad e w hen th ey  both s c o r n  

death . G aw ain sa y s  "Gif I de doughtely  the l e s  i s  m y  d e r e /  Thoght 

he wa Sam psone h im se lfe  sa r  m e C h r is te  re id "  (v s s .  8 0 9 -8 1 1 ).

G o la g ro s  s ta te s  "me think fa r a r  to  d ee /T h a n  chany be v e r r a lie /A n e  

sc la n d e r  to  byde" (v s s .  1 0 3 5 -1 0 3 8 ).

In ad d ition  to  h is  co u ra g e , G o la g ro s  p o s s e s s e s  that sam e  

q u a lity  o f s e l f l e s s n e s s  that G aw ain h a s , and d e m o n str a te s  it w hen he  

a c c e d e s  to  the w is h e s  of h is  p eop le  and p ays h om age to  A rthur. In the 

e a r ly  part o f the ro m an ce  he h a s b een  the proud ad vocate  of feu d al 

in d ep en den ce and d e liv e r s  the m o st  r in g in g  d e fen se  o f freed o m  sh ort  

of B arb our:

"if I fo r  o b e isa n c e  or b o is t  to  bondage m e  bynde
I w ar w ourthy to  be
H ingit h e ig h  on ane tr e
That ilk  cre a tu re  m igh t se
T o w a if w ith  the w ind. "

(v s s . 436 -4 4 1 )

And a lso :

"Na for  d re id  o f na ded, na fo r  na d ista n ce  
I w ill  noght bow  m e and bak fo r  b ern e that i s  b orn e .
Q uhill I m a y  m y  w it w ald  
I think m y  fred o m e to  hald  
A s m y  e ld a r is  of a id  
H as done m e b e fo rn e . "

(v s s .  4 4 8 -4 5 3 )

Y e t , in  sp ite  of h is  own w is h e s , G o la g ro s  d oes y ie ld  to  G awain and
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d o es  h om age to  A rthur b e c a u se  he r e a l iz e s  that a s  a r u le r  h is  life  i s  

not h is  own to  ch o o se  and that th e w is h e s  of h is  peop le  com e b efore  

h is  lo y a lty  to  the c h iv a lr ic  cod e . G o la g ro s is  thus the noble a d v e r sa r y , 

lik e  A y m er  de V a len ce  in  T he B r u c e , and i s  a s  a d m ira b le  a s  the h e r o .

T hroughout the p oem  th ere  i s  a cen tra l co n flic t b etw een  

feu d a l in d ep en d en ce and m o n a rc h ic a l p r e r o g a t iv e , a s  p e r so n if ie d  by  

the f ig u r e s  of G o la g ro s and G aw ain. But a so lu tio n  to th is  co n flic t i s  

rea ch ed  at the end of the w ork b e c a u se  o f  th e ir  m utual co u r te sy .

G o la g ro s p ays h om age to  A rth u r , but A rthu r, in sp ire d  p erh ap s by the  

c o u r te sy  o f h is  neph ew , r e tu r n s  th e land to  G o la g ro s nfr e  a s  I the 

f ir s t  fan d / W ithoutin d is ta n c e 'tv s s . 1 3 6 1 -1 3 6 2 ). T h u s, A rthur has  

ga in ed  h is  opponent's su b m iss io n , but G o la g ro s  h a s not lo s t  h is  f r e e ­

dom .

G aw ain thus h a s  a dual r o le  in  th e s to r y . A s  in  C h re tien 's  

r o m a n c e s  he i s  the stand ard  of c o u r te sy  and kn ightly  h on or. G o la g ro s  

i s  ennob led  by h is  m a tch in g  co u r te sy  and h is  n e a r ly  equal p r o w e ss .  

H o w ev er , G aw ain, b e s id e s  b ein g  th e id e a l, i s  a ls o  the p r im e  m o v er  

of the r o m a n ce , un like the G aw ain of C h retien  who se ld o m  d ir e c t ly  

a ffe c ts  the h e r o 's  c o u r se  o f a c tio n . 48 W hether in  the f ir s t  or  seco n d  

part of th is  w ork , the te n s io n s  a ro u sed  b etw een  m o n a rch  and b aron  

a r e  a lw a y s  r e c o n c ile d  through G aw ain 's v ir tu e , and th is  v ir tu e  i s  

a lm o s t  e x c lu s iv e ly  c o u r te sy .

The ro m a n ce  o f G o la g ro s and G aw ain i s  p erh ap s the c le a r e s t  

ex a m p le  in  N orth ern  M iddle E n g lish  ro m a n ce  that G aw ain 's c o u r te sy
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i s  not in e x tr ic a b ly  lin k ed  w ith h is  a m o r o u sn e ss . T he author has m ade  

s e v e r a l ch an ges from  h is  o r ig in a l s o u r c e , the F ir s t  C ontinuation, but 

th ere  is  a c lea r  p a ttern  in h is  ch an ges: he s u p p r e s se s  anything that 

h a s  to  do w ith lo v e . ^  He o m its  the s to r y  of the a ffa ir  b etw een  G awain  

and the Lady of L ys and changes the m o tiv a tio n  for  G aw ain 's opponent's  

r e fu sa l to  y ie ld . G o la g ro s' o r ig in a l, L e R iche S o u d ier , d isd a in s  s u r ­

ren d er , not b e c a u se  of h is  b a ro n ia l p r id e , but b e c a u se  he fe a r s  to  be 

d ish on ored  in  the s ig h t of h is  m is t r e s s .  T hus, the S co ttish  poet h as  

taken a rom an ce  o r ig in a lly  cen tered  around lo v e  and h as resh a p ed  it 

into an exam in ation  of the co n flic t b etw een  b aro n ia l ind ep en dence and 

m o n a rch ica l am b ition . In the c o u r se  of h is  w ork he p r e se n ts  a 

c o u r te sy  fr e e  from  e ith e r  fin e  am ou r or s p e c if ic a l ly  C h ristia n  conno­

ta tio n s .

T o com p are  The J e a ste  o f S ir  G awain w ith G o lagros and 

G awain is  to d em o n stra te  the gap b etw een  the l it e r a r y  tra d itio n s  of 

N orthern  and n o n -N orth ern  B r ita in  during the fou rteen th  and fifteen th  

c en tu r ie s . The J e a s te  s a t ir iz e s  the con vention al e le m e n ts  of A rth u rian  

rom an ce: h e r o ism , lo v e , ch iv a lry , and h on or. G o la g ro s , h o w ev er , 

tr a n s fo r m s  con ven tion s that a re  a lr ea d y  w orn out fo r  the J e a s te  poet 

in to a m o re  " p rim itive"  rom an ce . ^  A ctu a lly , it i s  not at a ll  prim itive; 

the w ork fo c u s e s  m o r e  on the r e a li t ie s  of the feud al e x p e r ie n c e  and l e s s  

on the p le a su r e  and p r o b le m s  of cou rt l i f e .  Som e w r ite r s  fe e l  that 

C h re tien 's  poem  r e p r e s e n ts  the tr a n s it io n  from  the f ir s t  feu d al age to  

the seco n d , but in N o rth ern  E n g lish  ro m an ce  w e s e e  th e se  new er
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e le m e n ts  o f h is  w o r k s , cou rtly  lo v e , sp ir itu a lity , and m a n n ers , being  

rep la ced  by v a lu e s  that a r e , p erh a p s, m o r e  app rop ria te  to  the la te r  

C hansons de G este .

The th em e of d is in h er ita n ce , w h ich  i s  a m a jo r  one in  the E p ic  

of R ev o lt, is  com m on in N orth ern  G awain p o em s and is  found p a r tic u ­

la r ly  in The A w n tyrs o f A rthur at the T arn  W adling. Its  s ty le  and  

th em e a re  so  c lo se  to  G o la g ro s , that at one tim e  th ey  w ere  thought to
e 9

have b een  w ritten  by the sa m e  p oet. H ow ever , it  p reced ed  the  

M iddle S co ts  w ork by at le a s t  h a lf a cen tury  and t e s t i f ie s  to  the co n ­

tinuing con cern  w ith  feud al p r e r o g a t iv e s  in  th is  s e c t io n  o f B r ita in . ^

Like G o la g ro s and G aw ain, the w ork  c o n s is t s  of tw o th em a ti­

ca lly  r e la ted  p a r ts . The f ir s t  ep iso d e  p r e p a r e s  u s for  the seco n d . In 

the f ir s t  one, G u en evere  i s  con fronted  by the g h o st of h er  m o th er . The 

Q ueen i s  p ro tec ted  only by G aw ain, and sh e a c c u s e s  h er  o th er  kn ights  

of d isc o u r te sy . F o rtu n a te ly , G awain i s  equal to  the s itu a tio n  and 

b eg in s  a co lloquy w ith the sp ir it . She condem n s A rthur for  h is  op­

p r e s s iv e n e s s  and ra p a c ity  and w arns the Q ueen that the w o rst s in  i s  

p rid e and that the s u r e s t  w ay o f a ch iev in g  H eaven is  through a lm s .

The gh ost then co n c lu d es  by p rop h esy in g  th e  fa ll  of A r th u r 's  kingdom : 

she r e la te s  the ch ro n ic le  v e r s io n , but o m its  G u en ev ere 's  p art.

The f ir s t  s e c t io n  is  thus on the o rd er  of a h o m ily , not un like  

The D ebate b etw een  th e Body and the Soul. In it s  p o lit ic a l o v e r to n e s ,  

the w ork h as so m e  r e se m b la n ce  to  su ch  N orth ern  p r o te s t  p o em s a s  

W innere and W a stou re . But the poem  i s  a ro m an ce  a s  w e ll a s  a
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r e lig io u s  and p o lit ic a l tra ct; the p r iv a te  v ir tu e s  e m p h a sized  in  the  

s p ir it 's  sp e ec h , h u m ility , m e r c y , and l ib e r a lity , a r e  a ls o  p u b lic  o n es  

and appear in  the secon d  part of the p oem .

P a r t o f A r th u r 's  c o v e to u sn e ss  h a s  been  to take aw ay the lan d s  

of G aleron  of G allow ay and to  g iv e  th em  to G aw ain, a deed fo r  w hich  

G aleron  dem ands ju s t ic e . Thus w e r e c o g n iz e  the th em e of d is in h e r it ­

a n ce , a th em e that i s  p art of the E p ic of R evo lt and of su ch  N orth ern  

p o em s a s  B a rb o u r 's  The B r u c e , w h ere  the w o rst c r im e  of th e  E n g lish  

i s  to d ep rive  the B ru ce  and the D ou glas o f th e ir  r igh tfu l in h er ita n ce .

T h is  th rea t w as a r e a li ty  in  the N orth  of th is  e ra . F o r  e x a m p le , a fter  

the death of H otsp u r, h is  fa th er , the e a r l o f N orthum berland , w as  

den ied  h is  p a tr im on y . On s im ila r  o c c a s io n s , m e m b e r s  of the D ouglas  

fa m ily  w ere  d ep rived  o f th e ir  feud al r ig h ts . F u r th e rm o re , p o s s e s s io n  

of o n e 's  land and the r ig h t of in h er ita n ce  i s  at the c o re  of the feu d al 

sy s te m .

In The A w ntyrs of A rth u r , then , A r th u r 's  tyrann y l i e s  not in  

h is  w illfu ln e s s  o r  p r id e , a s  H ero d 's  d o es  in the M y stery  p la y s , nor in  

h is  im p e r ia l a m b ition  a s  it d o es  in  G o la g ro s  and the A llite r a t iv e  M orte  

A rth u re , but in  h is  in te r fe r e n c e  w ith the fundam ental r ig h ts  o f h is  

v a s s a ls .

We m u st be ca re fu l not to d evelop  too  lim ite d  a v ie w . G aw ain  

i s  not a lw a y s  the noble a d v e r sa r y  of a ty ra n n ica l k ing, for  the N orth ­

ern  m a g n a tes  w ere  not a s  th rea ten ed  by the m o n arch y  a s  th e F ren ch  

b aron s w ere  during the p er iod  of the co m p o sitio n  of the E p ic s  o f R ev o lt.
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B e s id e s ,  we m u st not m ak e the m ista k e  o f con fu sin g  rom an ce w ith  

p o lit ic a l p o e try . It is  tru e  that A rthur i s  freq u en tly  ty ra n n ica l, but 

G aw ain i s  not a lw a y s  the so le  agent through w hich  h is  tyrann y i s  o v e r ­

co m e . In th is  rom an ce  it i s  G u en evere .

T he d ispu te  o v e r  G a lero n 's  land i s  s e tt le d  by a s in g le  com bat 

b etw een  G aleron  and G awain in  w hich  the la tte r  is  ex p ec ted ly  v ic to r io u s .  

But G u en ev ere , m in dfu l o f the w arn in gs of h er  m o th e r 's  s p ir it ,  h eed s  

G a lero n 's  m is t r e s s '  p lea  fo r  m e r c y  and s to p s  the figh t. J u st a s  

G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  in s p ir e s  A rthur in  G o la g ro s , so  d o es  G u en ev ere 's  

in  The A w n tyrs. The K ing o ffe r s  to m ak e G awain a duke i f  he w ill  cede  

the d isp u ted  lan d s to  G aleron , and G aw ain, w ith h is  c h a r a c te r is t ic  

g e n e r o s ity , a s s e n ts  r ea d ily . The ro m an ce  th en  ends hap p ily  w ith the 

m a r r ia g e  of G aleron  and h is  lady.

A s in  G o la g ro s , the a d v e r sa r y  o f the king i s  tr e a te d  at le a s t  

a s  sy m p a th etica lly  a s  anyone e ls e  in  the ro m a n ce . G a lero n 's  ca u se  i s  

ju st, and he p r o v e s  h im s e lf  to  be the equal of Gaw,. in  in c o u r te sy  and 

v e r y  n ea r ly  h is  eq u al on the b a ttle fie ld . D uring the com bat, G aw ain's  

h o r se  is  k illed  and G aleron  p rom p tly  d ism ou n ts to  keep  th e com bat 

equal.

A rthur is  open ly  a c cu se d  o f tyrann y in  the f ir s t  p art o f  the  

p oem , 54 ju st a s  he i s  p o rtra y ed  a s  co v eto u s and proud in  the f ir s t  part 

of G o la g ro s . B ut, a s  in the S co ttish  p oem , he r e fo r m s  at the end and 

r e d r e s s e s  h is  ty ra n n ica l a c ts . In each  c a se  the agent o f change i s  

e ith e r  G awain or G awain and G u en ev ere , but the K ing, un like m any of
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th e ty ra n ts  of m e d ie v a l l ite r a tu r e , d o es  r e fo r m . T h u s, in s tea d  of the

n arrow , a n ti-m o n a r c h ic a l, b ia s  o f the E p ic s  o f R ev o lt, th e ro m a n ce ,

a product of the l e s s  th rea ten ed  b a ro n ia l s o c ie ty  of the N orth , a llo w s

fo r  a m o re  g en ero u s  attitude to w ard s the m on arch y .

The A w n tyrs of A rthur is  a c le a r  r e f le c t io n  of the v a lu e s  o f

B o rd er  s o c ie ty . T he w ork i s  no doubt r e la te d  to  the p o lit ic a l s itu a tio n

of th e day, although w e cannot be su re  p r e c is e ly  w hich  e v en ts  it  r e f e r s

to . In ad d ition  to  i t s  c o n c er n s  w ith  the i s s u e s  of feu d a lism  and

c h iv a lr y , the poem  a ls o  ex h ib its  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  that m ark  N orth ern

r o m a n ce . Ju st a s  the a tm o sp h ere  of the m o o r s  of Scotland  p erv a d es

the C a ro lin g ian  se ttin g  of R auf C o il 3 e a r , so  d o es  the se ttin g  of

C um berland im bue The A w n ty rs . F o r  A rth u r’s cou rt i s  in  no m y th ica l

p la c e , but in  C a r lis le ,  the county se a t . The en cou n ter  w ith  the sp ir it

ta k es  p la ce  not in  so m e  im a g in a ry  fo r e s t  but around the lak e W adling

in  Inglew ood fo r e s t ,  a p la ce  long a s so c ia te d  w ith  A rthur throughout

55N orth ern  ro m an ce  and tra d itio n .

W hile a s t y l i s t ic  a n a ly s is  l i e s  o u tsid e  th is  stud y , w e can  note  

that the w ork  r e v e a ls  c lo s e  co n n ectio n s w ith  the p o em s of the N orth ern  

a ll ite r a t iv e  tra d itio n . N ot only i s  the w ork  s ty l is t ic a l ly  c lo s e  to  

G o la g ro s  and G aw ain, but it ex h ib its  d is tin c t b o rro w in g s  from  G aw ain  

and the G reen  K night. ^

G o la g ro s and T he A w n tyrs a r e  at the co re  of th e  N orth ern  

con cep tion  of G aw ain and w e can  now m ake so m e  a ttem p t to  un derstan d  

the nature of the c o u r te sy  that he i s  endow ed w ith  in  the w o rk s o f the
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N orth . C erta in ly , we cannot a ccep t M atth ew s' c la im  that G awain i s  

"a blend of G alahad and the G auvain of the C h r o n ic le s . Such a v ie w ­

point d e r iv e s  e s s e n t ia lly  from  the W hiting th e s is  that th ere  i s  an in ­

e x tr ic a b le  link  betw een  G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  and h is  sex u a lity . But the  

c o u r te sy  that G awain r e p r e s e n ts  in  th e se  two ro m a n ces  is  lik e  h is  

c o u r te sy  in  m o s t  of C h r e tie n 's  w ork: he i s  the fo il of A rth ur, a 

m e r c ifu l knight who d e fe r s  to  th o se  w ea k er  than h im s e lf  and who k eep s  

h is  tro u th e . H ow ever, in the ch ro n ic le  tra d itio n  G awain n e v e r  d ev e lo p s  

th is  s e n s e  of co u rtesy ; one h a s  but to co m p are  the ch ro n ic le  G aw ain 's  

e m b a ssy  to the em p ero r  L u ciu s  w ith G aw ain 's e m b a ssy  to  S p in agros:  

in  the c a se  o f the f ir s t ,  a w ar  is  the o u tco m e, in  the o th er , a r e c o n ­

c ilia tio n .

T h ere  is  l it t le  of G alahad in the G aw ain of the a ll ite r a t iv e  r o ­

m a n c e s . In a ll o f th ese  w ork s the p r im a r y  fo cu s  i s  on h is  s e c u la r  

v ir tu e s  ra th er  than on any sp ir itu a l q u a lit ie s  he m igh t h av e , and th e se  

se c u la r  v ir tu e s  a re  a lw a y s sep a ra ted  fro m  the dom ain o f fin e am ou r.

The G aw ain o f G o la g ro s and The A w n tyrs b e lo n g s  to  the rom an ce ra th er  

than to  the ch ro n ic le  tra d itio n  and, a s  in  the c a se  of the continental 

v e r s io n s ,  he r e p r e s e n ts  the o ld er  c h iv a lr ic  v ir tu e s . In N orth ern  r o ­

m a n ce , h o w ev er , th is  r e p r e se n ta tio n  en n o b les  ra th er  than d e b a se s  

h im .

E n g lish  ro m a n ce  i s  a lw a y s c la s s if ie d  by su b ject m a tter  or by 

m e tr ic a l fo r m , a s  in W ells ' M anual, or  in  the d is c u s s io n  of A n n u r ia n  

ro m a n ce  in A rthurian  L ite ra tu r e  in  the M iddle A g e s , ^  but the
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g eo g ra p h ica l d if fe r e n c e s  m a y  be even  m o r e  im p ortant fo r  our u n d er­

standing o f the v a lu e s  and m ean in g  o f a ro m a n ce . T h is  i s  c er ta in ly  so  

in the N orth , fo r  not only do s im ila r  th em es  and v a lu e s  tra n scen d  the  

d iv is io n  of the M a tters , w hether th ey  be h is to r ic a l, C aro lin g ian  or  

A rth u rian , but th ey  a ls o  tra n scen d  the d if fe r e n c e s  in  p o e tic  fo rm . The 

s ta n za ic  p o em s d iffer  l i t t le  in  th e ir  trea tm en t of G aw ain from  that o f  

the a ll ite r a t iv e  w o rk s.

L et u s look  at one of the b e s t  o f the s ta n z a ic  G aw ain p o em s:

The A vow ynge of A rth u r, K ay and Syr B aldw yn of B r ita in . A s  in  the  

r o m a n ces  o f C h retien  and in  the tw o a ll ite r a t iv e  r o m a n c e s  d is c u s se d  

above, th er e  are  com m on m o tifs :  G awain i s  co n tra sted  w ith K ay and, 

through the e ffo r ts  o f the fo r m e r , a stra n g e  knight i s  w on to the Round 

T ab le . T hus, K ay a ttem p ts to  r e sc u e  a m aid en  fro m  one M en ealfe  of 

the M ountain, but he fa i ls  and i s  captu red . G aw ain, h o w ev er , s u c ­

c e s s fu lly  jo u sts  tw ic e  w ith th e knight; f ir s t ,  to  r e s c u e  K ay, and then to  

r e sc u e  the lady.

But in ad d ition  to h is  c h a r a c te r is t ic  v a lo r , G awain i s  a lso  

c h a r a c te r is t ic a lly  m agn an im ou s to w a rd s h is  en em y. F o r  ex a m p le ,

K ay je e r s  at M en ea lfe  w hen he is  d efeated , but G aw ain r e p lie s  sa g e ly :

"A m o n 's  hoppe i s  notte a y / i s  non so  sek u r  of a s a y /  Butt he m a y  

h a r m e s  hente (x x ii , 6 -8 ) . A fter  the jo u st, M en ea lfe  i s  tak en  back to  

court w h ere  h is  judgm ent is  p la ced  in  the hands o f the Q ueen. G awain  

in te r c e d e s  for  h is  fo rm er  en em y, and, lik e  so  m an y o f G aw ain's  

a cq u a in tan ces, th e knight is  a llow ed  to  jo in  the Round T ab le .



A lthough G aw ain i s  not the m a in  h ero  of the rom a n ce , sp e c ia l  

ca re  is  tak en  to  in su re  h is  p la c e , for he i s  p r a ise d  on th ree  d ifferen t  

o c c a s io n s  by th ree  d ifferen t c h a r a c te r s . The d a m se l whom  he r e s ­

c u e s  " louit w ith  a m y ld e  c h e e r e /  God and S ir  G awen (x x x ii, 6 -8 ) . " The 

K ing, when he h e a r s  o f G aw ain 's d eed s , i s  eq u a lly  e n th u s ia st ic :

"G ret god' quod the King  
"Gif Gawen gode ending  
F o r  he i s  s ik e r  a lle  kynne thing  
T o cow unter w ith  a knyghte.
O f a l l  p layu s he b e r e s  the p r is e ,
L o o s  o f the la d ie s .

(x x iv , 1-6)

T he Q ueen i s  a ls o  thankful:

"Now, " sa id  the quene, "God a lm ygh te  
Save Gawan m y  knyghte 
T at thus fo r  w om en  con fyghte  
F r o  w othus h im  w e r e . "

(x x x v i, 1 -4 )

A lthough G aw ain i s  c e leb ra ted  in  the f ir s t  h a lf of the rom an ce ,

he i s  n e g le c ted  in  the seco n d  p art. F o r  the h ero  of the seco n d  h a lf o f

th e  ro m a n ce  is  th e  ra th er  m y s te r io u s  B aldw yn of B rita in ; a c h a ra c ter

unknown ou tsid e  of th is  w ork. The fo cu s  is  on h is  th ree  v o w s, not to

be je a lo u s  o f  h is  w ife o r  o f any w om an, not to  r e fu se  food to  anyone,

fi nand not to  fe a r  death; a l l  of th em  p ro o fs  of h is  s e lf -c o n tr o l .  u T h is  i s  

c e r ta in ly  a cu r io u s sh ift in  the w ork, but we have se e n  a s im ila r  

s tru c tu re  com p osed  of two independent but th em a tic a lly  r e la te d  s to r ie s  

in  both G ola g ro s and T he A w n ty rs . P erh a p s the sa m e p attern  is  at 

w ork h e r e .

The th em e of the ta le  i s  not ju st the h e r o ism  of G aw ain, nor
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the m o r a l q u a lit ie s  of Baldw in; it  i s ,  r a th e r , a study of the n atu re  of 

knighthood. G aw ain r e p r e s e n ts  the a c tiv e  s id e  o f c h iv a lr ic  v ir tu e , 

w h ile  B aldw in  r e p r e s e n ts  the m o re  p a s s iv e , co n tem p la tiv e , s id e . Thus 

s e lf -c o n tr o l ,  te m p er a n c e , w isd o m , and lib e r a lity  a r e  a s  im p ortant fo r  

the id e a l knight a s  c o u r te sy , m e r c y , and v a lo r . T h ere  is  no attem p t  

to  w eigh  the two ty p es  a g a in st each  o th er , fo r  both G aw ain and B aldw in  

a r e  ex em p la ry . R ath er , it i s  an attem p t of the poet to  ven tu re  beyond  

the e x te r io r  s o c ia l  and m a r tia l a s p e c ts  o f  ch iv a lry  in to  its  m o r a l, m o r e  

p r iv a te , dem an ds. A s su ch , it  i s  a com m ent on the ch iv a lry  of the 

N orth , ra th er  than, a s  in G o la g ro s or The A w n ty rs , a c e le b r a tio n  of it. 

The poet i s ,  p erh a p s, d em o n stra tin g  the lim ita tio n s  of the m o re  

com m on attitude and i s  probin g in to  th e e th ic a l nature o f c h iv a lr y . He 

i s ,  o f c o u r se , not the f ir s t  to  do so , but h is  m o r a l in q u iry  i s  not at the  

ex p en se  of con ven tion a l ch iv a lry , for  G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  in  th is  ro m a n ce  

i s  id e n tic a l w ith that o f the oth er w o rk s d is c u s se d  ab ove. G aw ain's  

c o u r te sy  h e r e , a s  in  a l l  N orth ern  r o m a n c e s , fe a tu r e s  v a lo r , m e r c y ,  

r e s p e c t  fo r  an en em y , and d e fe r en ce  to w a rd s la d ie s ,  a lthough not 

n e c e s s a r i ly  love  for  th em .

T he A vow ynge th us p o in ts out one of the ch ie f q u a lit ie s  of 

N orth ern  ro m an ce: i t s  h e tero g en eo u s  attitud e in  the b ro a d er  f ie ld  of 

ch iv a lry . W hile a ll of the N orth ern  ro m a n ces  d ea l w ith  the p r o b le m s  

of ch iv a lry  and fe u d a lism , th ey  by no m e a n s  p re se n t a s in g le  v ie w ­

poin t. Som e of th em , lik e  G o la g r o s , g lo r ify  c h iv a lry , w h ile  o th e r s , 

lik e  The A vow ynge, point out the lim ita tio n s  of the con ven tion a l concep t
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of it . But a ll  of them  tr e a t ch iv a lry  and feu d a lism  a s  a liv in g , v ita l

phenom enon ra th er  than as  a l i t e r a r y  convention . T he p r e se n c e  of

su ch  v a r ied  a ttitu d es about the sa m e  th em es  p erh a p s i s  due to  the

p r e se n c e  of s e v e r a l  l i t e r a r y  c e n te r s , for th e r e  w ere  s e v e r a l  feud al

m a g n a te s  in  th e N orth who could have supported  th e ir  own p o e ts .

A m ong the b est known of the p o em s dealin g  w ith  G aw ain i s

the s o -c a l le d  " L oathely  Lady" group. But the m o st fam ou s o f the

group , C h a u cer 's  W yf of B a th 's  T a le , h a s  an anon ym ous h ero  who

b e a r s  scan t r e se m b la n c e  to  the G aw ain o f e ith er  E n g lish  o r  C ontinental

ro m a n ce . The knight h im se lf  i s  a b o o r ish , ra th er  shadow y, fig u re  in

the grand d es ig n  of the w ork , and C h a u cer 's  trea tm en t of h im  i s  not

fi 1b a sed  on the G awain o f  N orthern  rom a n ce .

The tw o G aw ain ro m a n ces  of the group, The W eddynge of Syr  

G aw ene and Dam e R a g n ell, and T he M arriage of S ir G aw ain, p r e se n t  

sp e c ia l p r o b le m s of th e ir  own. T he M arriage  i s  a la te  b o rd er  ba llad  

that su r v iv e s  only in  a bad ly  m u tila ted  tex t. T he rom an ce i s  m o re  

co m p le te , but s u r v iv e s  in an E a st M idlands ra th er  than s p e c if ic a l ly

fi ON orth ern  d ia le c t . B ut, a s  in  m any c a s e s ,  the d ia le c t  d o es  not 

n e c e s s a r i ly  in d ica te  th e p roven an ce  o f the o r ig in a l w ork . T he fa c t  

that the poem  a ls o  e x is t s  in  a N orth ern  fo rm , the b a llad , w ould  

su g g e st that th e ta le o r ig in a ted  in  the N orth . M ore im p ortan tly , the  

lo c a le  o f the ro m an ce  i s  quite sp e c if ic :  A rth u r 's  cou rt is  lo ca ted  at 

C a r lis le  and he d o es  h is  hunting in  Inglew ood fo r e s t .  In ad d ition  to  

th e se  su g g e stio n s  o f  N orth err o r ig in , the trea tm en t of the th em e p o in ts
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out ty p ic a lly  N orth ern  m o tifs .

The o r ig in a l c r i s i s  in  the p lot i s ,  a s  u su a l, brought on by  

A rthur. He is  su r p r ise d  and captured  w h ile  hunting by S ir  

G r o m e rso m e rjo u r e  b e c a u se  of a ty p ica l act of tyrann y. He h a s  taken  

aw ay th e k n igh t's  land s and g iv en  th em  to G aw ain, th e sa m e  m o tif  that 

a p p ea rs  in T he A w n ty rs . T he c r i s i s  i s  r e so lv e d  only through G aw ain 's  

knightly  p e r fe c tio n .

The th em e o f the w ork i s  thus u n q u estion ab ly  N orth ern :

G aw ain 's v ir tu e  s o lv e s  a p rob lem  brought on by A rth u r 's  tyran n y. The  

N orth ern  a m b ien ce  h a s  co n s id era b ly  sh ifted  the u su a l s tr u c tu r e  of the 

L oath ly  L ady s to r y . In the o th er  v e r s io n s , it is the h ero  who is  fa ced  

w ith  death u n le s s  he fin d s th e a n sw er  to the q u estio n  of what w om en  

m o st d e s ir e . H ere , G aw ain i s  w illin g  to  take upon h is  ow n sh o u ld ers
C A

th e  burden of m a r r y in g  the hag b e c a u se  of h is  lo y a lty  to h is  king.

R. W. A ck erm an  b e l ie v e s  that the author i s  a " m eager"  s to r y

te l le r  and c ite s  th e d if feren ce  b etw een  the r e v u ls io n  o f C h a u cer 's

knight at the thought of m a r r y in g  the Hag and the la ck  o f su b tle ty  or

refin em en t of fe e lin g  in  G aw ain 's d eterm in a tio n . ^5 G aw ain s ta te s  that

"Ys th is s  a lle ? "  then sayd  G aw en, / "I sh a lle  w ed h e r  and w ed h er

a a
agayn , / T how ghe sh e w e re  a s  fou ld  a s  B elsabu b"  (v s s .  3 4 2 -3 4 4 ).

But the h ero  o f  the rom an ce  i s  G aw ain, not so m e  anonym ous i l l -b r e d  

knight, and it  i s  a m e a su r e  of h is  c o u r te sy , a s  w e ll a s  h is  tro u th e , 

that he w ill  do anything fo r  h is  king. A fter  the len gth y  d e scr ip tio n  of 

the Hag th ere  is  no need  for  the author to  fu rth er  em p h a size  the h o rro r
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of such  a union, and G aw ain 's h e r o ic  in d ifferen ce  is  s im p ly  another  

exam p le  of h is  c h iv a lr ic  p e r fe c tio n .

T h ere  i s  an oth er  s ig n ifica n t d iffe re n c e  in  th e y ie ld in g  o f  

so v e r e ig n ty  to  the w ife . G aw ain 's y ie ld in g  i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  m o r e  c o u r te ­

ous than that of C h a u cer 's  knight. T he la tte r  know s the a n sw er  to  the  

q u estio n  of what w om en  m o st  d e s ir e ;  th e r e fo r e , h is  d e c is io n  i s  not so  

u n exp ected . S in ce  G awain h a s  not b een  told  the a n sw e r , h is  su rren d er  

of so v e r e ig n ty  i s  m o r e  of an in s t in c t iv e  act and r e p r e s e n ts  a d e feren ce  

to o th ers  that is  c en tra l to  h is  c o u r te sy . S u re ly  th is  i s  why the Hag 

sa y s  to  Gawain: "A, G aw en, syn  I have you w ed / Show m e your  

c o u r te sy  in  bed" (v s s .  6 2 9 -6 3 0 ). She i s  not, a s  W hiting s u g g e s ts ,  

pointing  out the in e x tr ic a b le  lin k  b etw een  G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  and h is  

a m o ro u s a b ility , but ra th er  su g g estin g  to  G aw ain that h is  c o u r te sy  

in c lu d es  d e fe r en ce  to  th o se  who a r e  p o w e r le s s .  F o r  a ll  o f h e r  m a g ic  

cannot im p ro v e  h e r  s itu a tio n  of bein g  a lo a th ly  hag.

The poet i s  quick to  point out that G aw ain 's d e fe r en ce  i s  not 

the sa m e  a s  su r r e n d e r . T o avoid  the ab su rd ity  o f a p e e r le s s  knight 

ru led  by h is  w ife , he h a s  the m a is tr ie  retu rn  to  G aw ain. H is t r a n s ­

fo rm ed  w ife  t e l l s  h im :

" T h erefo re  c u r te y s  knight and hend Gawen,
S h all I n e v e r  w rath  the stey n .
That p m y se  now e h e r  I m ake
W hille  that I l iv e  I sh a ll be ob eysan t.
T o God ab ove, I sh a ll itt w arran t
And n e v e r  w ith  you to  d eb ate. "

(v s s .  7 8 0 -7 8 6 )

T he ending o f the w ork s e e m s  to  be out o f jo in t w ith  the r e s t  o f
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it . G aw ain, we a r e  to ld , lo v ed  h is  w ife  so  m uch that he abandoned  

tou rn a m en ts  to  s ta y  w ith  h er . P e r h a p s  the author w as s im p ly  at the  

m e r c y  of h is  s o u r c e s , but it i s  a ls o  p o s s ib le  that the ending i s  th e m a ti­

c a lly  r e la te d  to  th e  r e s t .  G aw ain 's u x o r io u sn e ss  i s  s im p ly  an e x c e s s  

of the v ir tu e  that c h a r a c te r iz e s  h im  throughout th e p oem . That sa m e  

d e feren ce  to  o th er s  that m a k es  him  obed ient to  h is  king i s  the sam e  

fo r c e  behind h is  too  g rea t d evotion  to  h is  w ife . P o s s ib ly  th e author is  

aw are that c o u r te sy  can lea d  to  co u rtly  lo v e . H is so lu tion  to  the 

p ro b lem  of h is  p ro ta g o n ist brought low  by lo v e  i s  to  have D am e R agn ell 

die at an e a r ly  a g e  and to  p o r tra y  G aw ain a s  having m any w iv e s .

T h u s, G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  i s  at the h ea rt of the ro m a n ce  and

a p p ea rs  in  the form  of d e feren ce  to  o th ers  ra th er  than m e r c y  or

tro u th e . H is c o u r te sy  in  fact i s  what d isen ch a n ts  the H ag, not a k is s

a s  in  the o r ig in a l v e r s io n  of the F ie r  B a is e r . Is  th ere  p erh ap s so m e

con n ection  b etw een  G aw ain 's r o le  a s  the co u rteo u s knight and the fact

that he so  often  i s  ch osen  to  p lay  the p art o f the d isen ch a n ter  ? T h is

r o le  i s  not a lw a y s  a s s ig n e d  to  him ; m any of th e v e r s io n s  o f the F ie r

B a is e r  o r  the D eca p tia ted  H ost th em e u se  an e n t ir e ly  d ifferen t ch a r a c -  

RQte r . P erh a p s  th er e  i s  s im p ly  a natural a c c r e t io n  of s to r y  to  a m a jo r  

h e r o , but th ere  m igh t a ls o  be a link  b etw een  h is  a b ility  to  d ea l c o u r te ­

o u s ly  w ith  s tr a n g e r s  and h is  a b ility  to  deal w ith stra n g e  b e in g s .

C erta in ly  a l l  of the d isen ch an tm en t s to r ie s  that he a p p ears in req u ire  

a te s t  of c o u r te sy  a s  p art o f the d isen ch an tm en t.

A  m o re  c le a r ly  N orth ern  w ork  w hich r e f le c t s  th is  com bination
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of G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  and h is  a b ility  to  d isen ch an t is  G awain and the

C arl o f C a r lis le . The w ork, in  it s  su rv iv in g  fo rm , i s  in a notably

l e s s  a r is to c r a t ic  tone than the a ll ite r a t iv e  G awain p o e m s , or su ch

sta n za ic  p o em s a s  The A vow ynge, and s e e m s  to  have b een  w r itten  by 

70a m in s tr e l. But the tw o su rv iv in g  v e r s io n s  are at le a s t  th ree  r e ­

m o v e s  from  the o r ig in a l tex t, and the f ir s t  v e r s io n  m igh t have been

m o r e  b a ron ia l. C u r io u sly , one of the v e r s io n s  o m its  th e d ecap ita tion  

71ep iso d e .

The p oem , w ith  its  c le a r  lo v e  o f the bluff, i l l- te m p e r e d ,

com m on er , i s  r e m in isc e n t  o f m uch of Rauf C o ilg e a r , a lthough it  i s  by

no m ea n s  a s  sk illfu lly  w r itten . W h ereas one m igh t p e r c e iv e  e le m e n ts

of fa ir ly  so p h is tic a te d  parody in  Rauf, the tone of The C arl i s  too crude

to a llo w  for  m uch m o re  than a b u r le sq u e . A s  in the m o re  s e r io u s

w ork s o f the G aw ain c y c le , th ere  is  a ty p ica l co n tra st b etw een  K ay and

G aw ain, and G aw ain 's a c tio n s  a re  c h a r a c te r is t ic a lly  co u rteo u s . H is

d e fe r en ce  to  o th e r s , h o w ev er , i s  not te s te d , nor h is  m e r c y , nor h is

tr o u th e . What is  te s te d  i s ,  m o r e  s im p ly , h is  m a n n e rs , how  r ea d ily  he

a c q u ie s c e s  to  h is  h o s t 's  o ften  o u trageou s dem an ds. H is  c o u r te sy  i s

e s ta b lish e d  through s e v e r a l  t e s t s ,  ea ch  of w hich  i s  d e s ig n ed  to  m e a su r e

7 9h is  ob ed ien ce  to  the C arl.

But in add ition  to  the te s t  of h is  c o u r te sy , th ere  i s  a ls o  a 

tr ia l  o f h is  g e n t i le s s e ,  a s  defined in C h a u cer 's  F ra n k lin 's  T a le; that i s ,

7 0
the ex te n s io n  of c o u r te sy  to  som eon e who i s  s o c ia l ly  in fe r io r . F o r  

the p oet e x p r e s s e s  a continual a w a r en ess  o f c la s s  and s o c ia l d is tin ctio n .
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K ay and B ish op  B aldw in  fa il  th e ir  t e s t s  of c o u r te sy  b eca u se  they  fa il  

to r e s p e c t  the C a r l. T h e ir  sn ob b ery  is  p o rtrayed  w hen th ey  attem p t to  

turn the C a r l's  h o r se  out o f the s ta b le  and in to  the ra in  to  p rov id e  room  

fo r  th e ir  own, m o r e  c o s t ly , a n im a ls . The C arl p a y s them  back w ith  a 

b eatin g . G aw ain, h o w ev er , m o v e s  h is  own h o r se  out o f the way to  

p rov id e m o re  room  for the C a r l's  pony, and sh o w s the sa m e d e fe r en ce  

to  h is  b a se -b o r n  h o st that he would be ex p ected  to  show  to w ard s a m o r e  

noble one.

T hus he th row s a sp ea r  at the C a r l, r e fr a in s  from  having

a rm o ro u s  thoughts about the C a r l's  w ife , g e ts  into bed w ith h er  but

d e s is t s  from  m ak ing a d v a n ces  and then  sp en d s the night w ith  the C a r l's

daughter, a ll  at h is  h o s t 's  bidding. On the m o rro w  he again  ob ey s the

C a r l's  o r d e r , and d eca p ita tes  h im . P e r h a p s  the keynote o f the t r ia ls

is  the one w ith  the C a r l's  w ife . U nlik e so m e  v e r s io n s  of th e s to r y ,

G aw ain 's c h a stity  i s  not bein g  te s te d , for  he i s  la te r  g iven  the daughter;

nor i s  it  a t e s t  o f trou th e , fo r  the C arl r e m a in s  in  the room . R ather,

it is  a s im p le  te s t  of o b ed ien ce , fo r  the ro m a n ce  is  bu ilt around the

74m o tif  of the Im p er io u s  H ost. ^

C o u rtesy  i s  th e r e fo r e  r ep re sen ted  a s  h u m ility , a r e s p e c t  fo r  

the re la t io n sh ip  b etw een  g u est and h o st, r e g a r d le s s  o f th e ir  s o c ia l  

stand ing, a c o u r te sy  th e r e fo r e  not dependent on s o c ia l  rank. It i s  th is  

e lem en t of " c la s s  c o n s c io u sn e s s , " for  want of a b e tter  w ord , that 

m a k es  G aw ain and the C arl o f C a r lis le  unique am ong the co m p lete  r o ­

m a n ce s  of the N orth . E v en  R auf C o il3 ea r  could  e a s i ly  have b een  a
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product of the upper c la s s .  In m o st  o f the N o rth ern  ro m a n ces  the  

co u rteo u s trea tm en t i s  b etw een  eq u a ls . B oth  s id e s  have the p rop er  

a ttitu d es p erta in in g  to  the r e la t io n sh ip s  b etw een  m e m b e r s  of the  

n o b ility . The en em y k n ights in  the G awain r o m a n c e s , S ir  

G r o m e r so m e r jo u r e , G a leron , G o la g ro s , and e v e n  M en ea lfe  a re  

u su a lly  n ea r ly  a s  co u rteo u s  a s  G aw ain. But the C a r l, who p r o m is e s  

G aw ain on ly  a " c a r l's  co u rtesy "  i s  u lt im a te ly  a s  cou rteo u s a s  any of 

the m o r e  nobly  born  c h a r a c te r s  of the o th er  r o m a n c e s . A fter  he is  

d isen ch an ted  through d ecap ita tion , he m a k e s  fu ll am en d s for  h is  m i s ­

d e ed s , m a r r ie s  h is  daughter to  G aw ain, and i s  m ad e a m e m b er  of the  

Round T ab le .

T he p en e tra tio n  of feud al v a lu e s  to  the lo w e r  c la s s e s  in  the  

N orth  h a s  b een  p o in ted  out e a r lie r ;  it w a s p a r tly  the r e su lt  of the  

b o rd er  s itu a tio n  and p a r tly  th e r e su lt  o f the tra d itio n a l m eth od  of m i l i ­

ta ry  s e r v ic e  fo r  land te n u re . G awain and the C arl o f C a r l is le ,  one of 

the few  gen u in ely  popular N orth ern  w o rk s, i s  an in d ica tion  of th is  

phenom enon. G aw ain is  not r id ic u le d , for th ere  is  no a n t i-a r is to c r a t ic  

b ia s; ra th e r , the author d em o n str a te s  that c o u r te sy  should o p era te  on 

a ll  le v e l s  o f s o c ie ty . The tone of the w ork i s  c er ta in ly  cru d e, but it 

s t i l l  r e f le c t s  the sam e tra d itio n a l v a lu e s  found in  the m o re  a r is to c r a t ic  

w ork s of N orth ern  ro m a n ce .

A s  in so  m any of th e N orth ern  w o r k s , th er e  i s  a p r e c is e  s e n s e  

of lo c a le ,  p a r tic u la r ly  of the a r e a  w h ere th e  poem  w a s o r ig in a lly  co m ­

p o sed . The o n se t of the s to rm  during the hunt i s  couched  in  te r m s
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fa m ilia r  to  r e a d e r s  of o th er  nature d e sc r ip t io n s  o f N o rth ern  p o e ts .

T he w r ite r  a ls o  sh ow s h is  fa m ilia r ity  w ith  C a r lis le  in h is  d e ta iled  in -  

fo rm a tio n  on the lo ca tio n  o f the ca th ed ra l.

The poem  r e f le c t s  the unique h is to r ic a l  s itu a tio n  of the N orth  

in  s t i l l  another w ay. In no reg io n  of B r ita in  w as th er e  su ch  a fu s io n  o f  

th re e  d isp a ra te  tr a d it io n s , th e C e lt ic , th e E n g lish , and the S can d i­

navian , and now h ere in the N orth w as th is  m ix tu re  m o r e  p ronou nced  

than in  C um berland. In fa c t, C um berland rem a in ed  C e ltic  lo n g er  

than any o th er  p art of E ngland, and i t s  p ro x im ity  to  G allow ay m a y  

h ave fa c ilita te d  th e d irec t tr a n s m is s io n  of m o tifs  from  the C e ltic  t r a ­

d ition . F o r , although the C arl h a s  m any E uropean a n a lo g u es , none of 

th e se  an a lo g u es co m b in es  the Im p er io u s  H ost th em e w ith th e v is i t  to  

C u r o i's  c a s t le .  ^  T h is  su g g e s ts  that the poet w as draw ing upon a 

lo c a l tra d itio n . That he could draw  upon such  a r ch a ic  C e ltic  m a te r ia l  

w as the r e s u lt  of the s p e c ia l ethn ic  co m p o sitio n  o f C um berland during  

the M iddle A g e s .

G awain and the C arl of C a r lis le  i s  not th e on ly  N orth ern  r o ­

m a n ce  that con ta in s a m ix tu re  o f tr a d it io n s  and a s tr ik in g  ind ep en dence  

fro m  con tin en ta l s o u r c e s . A nother w ork in  the P e r c y  fo lio , The Turk  

and G aw ain, a ls o  draw s h e a v ily  on ind igen ou s m a te r ia l , and con ta in s  

a head  cutting sce n e  that i s  rem a rk a b ly  s im ila r  to  the one in The

U nfortu nately , our tex t i s  badly  m u tila ted , and th e v e r s io n  

i t s e l f  is  no m o r e  than a w reck a g e  o f what once m igh t h ave b een  an



im p o sin g  G aw ain s to r y . G aw ain i s  the m a in  ch a r a c ter , but the r o ­

m an ce  p r im a r ily  d ea ls  w ith a tr ip  to the o th er  w orld  and, p erh a p s, 

d raw s on the P e le r in a g e  de C h arlem agn e tra d itio n . A s W eb ster  p o in ts  

out, th e s e r ie s  o f t r ia ls  a r e  quite s im ila r  in the tw o w o rk s, and in  both

c a s e s  the h ero  p a s s e s  h is  t e s t s  through the a s s is ta n c e  o f a su p e r -  

7Qnatural b e in g . The p rob lem  w ith  T he Turk is  that th ere  a r e  s e r io u s  

in c o n s is te n c ie s  w ith in  the ta le . At f ir s t ,  G awain i s  to  tr a v e l to  the  

I s le  of Man to r e c e iv e  a retu rn  b low  from  the T urk. But in s te a d , at 

the end of the w ork , G aw ain g iv e s  another one to  the T urk that h a s  the 

e ffe c t o f d isen ch an tin g  h im . An ev en  m o r e  s e r io u s  flaw  in the nature  

of the t e s t s .  G awain d oes not a c tu a lly  p a s s  any o f th em  through h is  

own a b il it ie s ;  he i s  a id ed , e ith e r  v is ib ly  or  in v is ib ly , by  the T urk. H is  

own r o le ,  w ith the ex cep tio n  of the d ecap ita tion  o f th e T urk , i s  c u r i­

o u s ly  p a s s iv e . A p p aren tly , the g e n e r a l th em e o f G aw ain 's s u c c e s s  in 

p a ss in g  cer ta in  t e s t s  and th en  d isen ch an tin g  a s tra n g e  f ig u re  h a s  b een  

con tam in ated  by the P e le r in a g e  tra d itio n  o f  the h e lp fu l a n g e l, and the  

r e su lt  i s  that the t e s t s  a re  u lt im a te ly  m e a n in g le s s .

The author, in borrow in g  from  the P e le r in a g e  tra d itio n , 

a ss ig n e d  the ro le  of the su p ern atu ra l h e lp e r  to  the T urk, but in  so  

doing d e str o y ed  any ra tio n a le  for the s to r y . F o r  if  the T urk i s  the  

fe a r so m e  cre a tu re  to be d isen ch an ted  by a k n igh t's  v ir tu e , th en  w hy  

d oes he aid  G aw ain? And, if  G aw ain h a s  to  f ir s t  p ro v e  h is  v a lo r , then  

why a r e  the fe a ts  a c tu a lly  a c co m p lish e d  by the T u rk ?  The a n sw er  i s  

that ju st a s  Rauf C o il3 e a r  i s  a ro m an ce  w h ere  th e tru e  s o u r c e s ,
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A rth u rian  ro m a n ce  of the N orth, a r e  tw is ted  to  the M atter of F r a n c e , 

so  h e r e  the M atter  of B r ita in  i s  ra th er  cru d e ly  fo r c ed  onto a b a ck ­

ground of d iffu se  tr a d it io n s . H ow ever, in  the c a se  of R auf, the r e ­

su lt i s  a f ir s t  ra te  ro m a n ce , b e c a u se , w h ile  the C aro lin g ian  f ig u r e s  

act out o f c h a r a c te r , th ey  n ev er  act in c o n s is te n tly , w h e r ea s  in The 

T urk the com b in ation  of th e  tra d itio n s  le a d s  to a m e la n g e  of c o n tr a ­

d ic to ry  e v e n ts . W hile so m e  of the con fu sion  m ay  be due to  the 

fra g m en ted  nature of the te x t , it i s  m o re  lik e ly  that the author o f The 

T urk w as a s la v e  to  h is  s o u r c e s , ra th er  than th e ir  m a s te r .

The p o e t 's  in a b ility  to r e c o n c ile  h is  s o u r c e s  r e s u lt s  in  a 

co n tra d ic to ry  im a g e  of G aw ain. A t the beginn ing of the w ork , he is  

co n ven tion a lly  co n tra sted  w ith  K ay and p la y s  h is  u su a l r o le  o f w e lc o m ­

ing the s tra n g e  knight. H is  ro le  at the end of the rom an ce i s  a ls o  

con ven tion a l. T hrough h is  secon d  d ecap ita tion  o f the T urk , the la tter  

i s  d isench an ted .. The tra n sfo rm ed  knight a cco m p a n ie s  G aw ain back to  

A rth u r 's  cou rt, w h ere  he o ffe r s  G aw ain th e ru le  o f the I s le  of Man.

The o ffer  is  g r a c io u s ly  r e fu sed  and the h e r o  b eg s A rthur to  re tu rn  it 

to  the T urk.

But a lon g  w ith  th is  r e p r e se n ta tiv e  p o r tra y a l of G awain th ere  

i s  one o f the b la c k e s t  r e p r e se n ta tio n s  of h im  in  E n g lish  l ite r a tu r e . He 

i s  a com p la in in g  cow ard who i s  con tin u a lly  dem anding food and i s  co n ­

tin u a lly  w ish in g  that he w e r e  back with A rthu r. A t the o u tse t of h is  

jou rn ey  w ith th e T urk he vow s not to  be a fra id , but b e fo re  long "Syr 

G aw ain w as n e v e r  se  a d r e a d / s ith  he w as m an on m id d le  e a r th / and



cryd  on god in  th is  thought" (v s s .  2 1 3 -2 1 5 ). ^

The im a g e  of the fr ig h ten ed  G aw ain i s  ev en  m o re  u n h ero ic  

than anything found in The J e a s t e . At le a s t  in  that w ork  G aw ain i s  a 

va lian t fig u re  in  sp ite  o f h is  m o ra l c a llo u s n e ss  or  o c c a s io n a lly  r id ic u ­

lo u s  ap p earan ce . N e v e r th e le s s ,  the g e n e r a l inadeq uacy o f the author  

of T he T urk r u le s  out any s e r io u s  intent in  h is  p o r tra it of h is  h ero .

T he p o e t 's  in a b ility  to  handle h is  tra d itio n a l m a te r ia l i s  a ls o  r e f le c te d  

in  h is  w eak v e r s if ic a t io n  and h is  in co h eren t p lot. T he Turk and 

G aw ain m a y  be a fru itfu l f ie ld  for the fo lk lo r is t , and it d oes r e f le c t  the  

N orth ern  tra d itio n  in  i t s  b lend of lo c a l le g e n d s , but it i s  too  ch aotic  

and in com p eten t to  be a s e r io u s  r e f le c t io n  of any of the th em es  o f the  

N orth .

It m ight be poin ted  out that th o se  N orth ern  w ork s w hich are  

the le a s t  p o lish ed  and ev in ce  the le a s t  am ount of a r t is t ic  s k il l  a r e  

in v a r ia b ly  th ose  w hich  deal l e s s  w ith the p ro b lem s of fe u d a lism , c h iv ­

a lr y , and the e s s e n c e  of c o u r te sy , and m o r e  w ith  the com m on sto ck  of 

E n g lish  rom an ce: adventure and m a r v e llo u s  h ap pen in gs. On th e o th er  

hand, th o se  r o m a n c e s  w hich a re  m o re  c er ta in ly  the product of s e r io u s  

w r ite r s  do deal at so m e  len gth  w ith  the i s s u e s  of trou th e , b aro n ia l 

r ig h ts , fa ir n e s s  to  e n e m ie s , and co u rteo u s  d e a lin g s , th em es  that a re  

so  p rev a len t in  N orth ern  h is to r y . It would be ra sh  to  sa y  that on ly  the  

b e tter  w r ite r s  w e re  em p loyed  by the b aro n ia l c o u r ts , but one could  sa y  

that th o se  rom an ce  w r ite r s  who had a fa ir  d eg ree  of l i t e r a r y  a b ility  

s e e m e d  to  resp on d  to the p r o b le m s of N o rth ern  cu ltu re  and the
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phenom enon o f the feu d al r e v iv a l o f the reg io n .

The b e s t  d em o n stra tio n  o f th is  a r t is t ic  r e sp o n se  to  th e so c ie ty  

of the N orth  i s  the g r e a te s t  ro m a n ce  w r itten  in  the a r e a , or anyw h ere  

e l s e  in  E ngland fo r  that m a tter : G aw ain and the G reen  K night. It is  

beyond th e sco p e  of th is  study to  p r e se n t a g e n e ra l in terp re ta tio n  of the 

w ork , and th ere  a re  m any a sp e c ts  of the rom an ce that w ill  have to  be 

le ft  out. I ts  co n n ection  with o th er  w ork s of the P e a r l p oet, i t s  m e tr ic a l  

fo rm , i t s  r e lig io u s  th e m e s , i t s  r e la tio n sh ip  to it s  s o u r c e s , th e se  a re  

a ll  f e r t i le  f ie ld s  that have b een  w e ll p low ed s in c e  the dawn of E n g lish  

s tu d ie s . We can in stea d  focu s on only  a few  p o in ts: the r e la tio n sh ip  of 

G awain to  o th er w ork s of the N orth ern  rom an ce  tra d itio n , the extent to  

w hich  it  r e f le c t s  the h is to r ic a l  s itu a tio n  o f the N orth , and it s  con n ection  

to the m a jo r  a s p e c ts  of N orthern  cu ltu re .

P a r t of the p rob lem  w ith the rom an ce  is  the q u estio n  o f p r o v e ­

n an ce. It i s  not a s  p u re ly  a N orth ern  w ork a s  the o th er G awain r o ­

m a n ces; i t s  d ia lec t i s  N orth w est M id lan d s, and T o lk ien  and G ordon  

attrib u te  the p oem  to  the a rea  o f n orth ern  C h esh ire  or Southern

O O
L a n ca sh ire , the fr in g e s  o f the N orth. 00  T h ere  h a s  b een  a g rea t deal 

of e ffo r t, notably by H. L. S avage, to  lo c a te  p r e c is e ly  the patron  of the
O Q

G awain p oet, and another sch o la r  h a s r ec e n tly  su g g e ste d  that John of 

Gaunt could  have b een  the patron . ^4 W hile so m e  of th e se  a ttem p ts  m a y  

b rin g  up u se fu l in form ation , it  i s  su ffic ien t for  our p u rp o se s  to  a ccep t  

the lo c a le  of the N orth w est M id lands. A lthough so u th ern  L a n ca sh ire  

and n orth ern  C h esh ire  w ere  not a s  cen tra l to N orth ern  s o c ie ty  a s



170

C um berland , th ey  w e re  s t i l l  a part of the feud al r e v iv a l and r e f le c te d  

a s im ila r  p o lit ic a l p a ttern . The r eg io n  w a s co n tro lled  by pow erfu l 

lo c a l b aron s who w e r e  o ften  im m une from  the ro y a l w r it. W hile the  

a r e a  w as not a s  open to  b ord er  r a id s  a s  C um berland, it did su ffe r

85fro m  freq uen t d ep rad ation s by the S co ts  during the fou rteen th  cen tu ry .

A lthough te c h n ic a l a n a ly s is  of a ll it e r a t iv e  v e r s e  and p o e tic  

tech n iq u e i s  beyond the range o f th is  study, it i s  r e lev a n t that the w ork  

fo llo w s  the tr a d it io n s  and s ty le  of N orth ern  ra th er  than Sourthern  

a ll ite r a t iv e  v e r s e .  The A llite r a t iv e  M orte A rth u r , for  ex a m p le , i s  

m uch c lo s e r  in  s ty le  to  G aw ain and the G reen  Knight than i s  P ie r s

O £
P low m an  or W illiam  of P a le r n e . D The w ork o f the G aw ain p oet b e ­

lo n g s  f ir m ly  w ith in  the tra d itio n  of the N orth ern  a ll it e r a t iv e  ro m a n ce .

N e v e r th e le s s ,  M arie  B o rr o ff  h a s  po in ted  out that the w o rk 's  techn iq ue

87d o es  d iffer  fro m  that of the m o r e  n o r th er ly  w o rk s. P erh a p s th is  i s

r e la te d  to  the p o e m 's  p roven an ce; ju st a s  it i s  on the fr in g e s  o f th e

N orth , so  the tech n iq u e i s  not p u re ly  N orth ern .

P erh a p s  the m o st  h igh ly  p r a is e d  e lem en t o f G aw ain and the

G reen  K night is  i t s  s tr u c tu r e , not on ly  i t s  unity but a ls o  the p o e t's

ca re fu l a tten tion  to  o rg a n iza tio n . P a r t ic u la r ly  p r a isew o r th y  i s  the

a u th o r 's  u se  of the two m o t ifs  of the B eh ead in g  B a rg a in  and the

T em p ta tio n s. T h ere  i s  s t i l l  co n tr o v e rsy  o v er  who w a s  r e sp o n s ib le  for

88com bin ing the tw o m o t ifs , and it i s  s t i l l  an open q u estio n . ° But e v en  

i f  the G awain poet had found the tw o th e m e s  com bin ed  in  a now lo s t  

F ren ch  o r ig in a l, h is  own g en iu s i s  s t i l l  r e f le c te d  in  h is  a b ility  to
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in terw ea v e  the tw o th em es  so  that th ey  u lt im a te ly  r e f le c t  a com m on

o q
v ir tu e : tro u th e .

Y et G awain and the G reen  K night i s  not a lon e in  i t s  q u ality  of 

unity or it s  u se  o f th em a tic a lly  r e la te d  p a r ts . A s  B en so n  p o in ts  out,

"one fin d s the sa m e  co n cern s  w ith p a r a lle ls ,  c o n tr a s ts , and v a r ia tio n s  

in the n a rra tiv e  s tr u c tu r e s  of p o em s such  a s  the M orte A rth u re ,

G o la g ro s and The A w n tyrs of A rth u r . In m an y o f the good  sh ort

r o m a n ces  of the N orth  we find, u n c h a r a c te r is t ic a lly  for  M iddle E n g lish  

ro m a n ce , con cern  for stru c tu re  and unity. E ven  n on -A rth u rian  w orks  

lik e  Rauf C o il3 e a r  a re  b a sed  on the u se  of sep a ra te  in c id en ts  w hich  

r e f le c t  a com m on th em e . T h u s, the w arn in gs of G u en ev ere 's  m o th er  

in  T he A w ntyrs have a profound e ffe c t on th e actio n  of the seco n d  h a lf  

of the p o em , and G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  in  the seco n d  h a lf of G o la g ro s is  

p refig u red  by h is  a c tio n s  in  the f ir s t  h a lf. In The A vow ynge, two  

d ifferen t v ie w s  o f ch iv a lry  a r e  p resen ted : the m a r tia l s id e  and the  

m o r a l s id e . In R auf C o il3 ea r  the m o tifs  of the king in  d isg u ise  and the  

co n v e rs io n  of a pagan knight a r e  lin ked  by the com m on  th em e of the 

c o u r te sy  to  be show n to  s tr a n g e r s .

If it i s  d ifficu lt to  r e la te  the s tr u c tu ra l d is t in c t iv e n e s s  of 

N orth ern  p o e try  to  the h is to r ic a l  s itu a tion  of the reg io n , the com m on  

fea tu re  of unity d o es  r e f le c t  the u n iq u en ess  and h o m o g en eity  of the  

N orth  and i t s  cu ltu re . In th is  r e s p e c t , then , G aw ain and the G reen  

K night c er ta in ly  b e lo n g s  to  the N orthern  tra d itio n  ra th er  than to  the  

lo o s e ly  stru c tu red  ro m a n c e s  that w e re  w ritten  in  the South and
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M idlands. 9 * But the G aw ain poet tr a n sc e n d s  h is  tr a d it io n s , fo r , in ­

stea d  of p resen tin g  the tw o p a r a lle l m o t ifs  s e p a r a te ly , a s  the oth er  

r o m a n c e s  do, he in te r w e a v e s  th em  in to  one p lo t.

It i s  not on ly  m a tte r s  of techn iq ue that G awain and the G reen  

K night r e s e m b le s  the w o rk s o f the m a in str e a m  of N orth ern  rom an ce .

I ts  c lo s e  a tten tion  to lo c a le  a ls o  r e la te s  it to  the N orth ern  tra d itio n .

T h u s, w hen G aw ain g o e s  in  se a r c h  of the G reen  C hapel we a r e  to ld  

that:

T il ]?at he n eged  fu l neghe in to  fce Nor|>e W ales  
A lle  ]?e i l e s  o f A ngle  sa y  on lyg t h a lf  he ha ld eg  
And fa reg  o v er  ]?e ford eg  by ]?e forlon d eg  
O uer at fc>e H oly  H ede, t i l  he hade e ft bonk 
In |>e w y d r e n e sse  of W yrale.

(v s s .  6 8 7 -9 0 )92

A lthough the p o e t 's  r e fe r e n c e s  a re  in  m an y  c a s e s  o b sc u r e , p art o f the 

jou rn ey  can be tr a c ed  on a m ap . A s T o lk ien  and G ordon point out, 

the author sh ow s c o n s id e ra b le  fa m ilia r ity  w ith  the lo c a le . A s in  m o st  

r o m a n c e s , h o w ev er , G awain u lt im a te ly  w an d ers off the m ap and, a l ­

though th ere  have b een  m any a ttem p ts  to  lo c a te  the p la c e  of the G reen  

C hapel, no one h a s  y e t o ffered  c o n c lu s iv e  e v id e n c e . Y et, it  h a s  b een  

su g g e ste d  by m any s c h o la r s  that w hen G aw ain d o es  w ander into un­

known la n d s he i s  r id in g  north , w hich would be in to  C um berland, and 

that th e " fo rest fu l dep, that fe r ly  w atg w ylde" i s  in  fact Inglew ood  

fo r e s t ,  the s i t e  o f  m o s t  o f the ad ven tu res  o f  A rthur and G awain in

qo
N orth ern  ro m a n ce . °

In ad d ition  to  h is  g eo g ra p h ica l a c c u r a c y , the G aw ain poet a ls o
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r e la te s  to  th e N orth ern  ro m a n ce  w r ite r s  in  h is  s e n s it iv ity  tow ard s  

n ature. Indeed, L aura H ibbard L o o m is  p o in ts  out h is  u n ch a ra c te r ­

is t ic  a p p rec ia tio n  of the l e s s  p lea sa n t s id e  of n a tu re , and lik en s  h is  

a w a r e n e ss  of the w in ter  la n d scap e  to  K ea ts'.® ^  B ut, a s  we have ob ­

se r v e d  e a r l ie r ,  the d e sc r ip t io n  o f the s to r m -to s s e d  la n d sca p e  i s  in  

m any w ays a se t  p ie c e  in  N o rth ern  ro m a n ce . We find i t  m o s t  notably  

in  The A w ntyrs o f  A rth u r , but it a ls o  a p p ea rs  in  G aw ain and the C arl 

of C a r lis le  and in  R auf C o il 3 e a r . A ga in , a s  in  th e i s s u e  of un ity , the  

G awain p oet tr a n sc en d s  h is  c o n te m p o ra r ie s  at the sa m e  tim e  that he  

sh ow s h is  c lo s e  co n n ection  w ith  th em .

T he s o u r c e s  o f  G aw ain and th e G reen  K night w e r e  a fo c u s  for  

m u ch  of the e a r ly  w ork done on the ro m a n ce . M ost of the q u estio n s  

r a is e d , and a n sw ered , by th e se  s tu d ie s  rem a in  o u tsid e  the ran ge of 

th is  study, but it i s  c le a r  that a ll  o f  th e c lo s e s t  a n a lo g u es  in  M iddle  

E n g lish  a r e  from  the N orth . Som e s c h o la r s  b e lie v e  that th is  i s  the 

r e su lt  of d ir e c t  t r a n s m is s io n  from  C e lt ic  to  E n g lish  in  the r eg io n  of  

C um berland , and that the N orth ern  tr a d it io n s  of A rthu r w ere  c a rr ie d  

o v er  into E n g lish . T he p ro b lem  w ith  th is  app roach  i s  that it f l i e s  in  

the fa ce  of the g r ea t am ount o f m a te r ia l poin tin g  to  th e ro le  o f B rittan y  

a s  the tr a n sm itte r  o f C e lt ic  m a tter  into the E urop ean  w o r ld . But 

w hether th e com m on  tr a d it io n s  that m ak e up the B eh ead in g  ro m a n ces  

a r e  ind igen ou s to  the a r e a , or w h eth er th ey  cam e fro m  C ontinental 

v e r s io n s  i s  ir r e le v a n t  to  our p u rp o se s . T h ere  w as su ch  a body of 

m a te r ia l, and the G aw ain p oet, lik e  the author of T he T urk  and The
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C a r l, m ad e u se  o f it.

It i s  c lear , then , that th e G aw ain p oet, by h is  u se  o f tr a d it io n s , 

h is  tech n iq u e  and h is  n a rra tiv e  d e v ic e s , i s  c lo s e ly  r e la ted  to  the 

m a in str e a m  of N orth ern  rom an ce  w ritin g . But what of the se n s  o f h is  

w ork; to  what ex ten t d oes it r e f le c t  the feudal v a lu e s  of the N o rth ?

One a sp e c t  of th e se  feudal v a lu e s  i s  the p r e se n ta tio n  of 

A rth u r. We have s e e n  that the am b iva len t attitude to w a rd s A rth u r in  

N o rth ern  ro m a n ce  w as a r e f le c t io n  of the am b iva len t attitude to w ard s  

the m o n a rch y  on the part of the m a g n a te s  o f th e N orth. T h u s, in  the  

G aw ain r o m a n c e s  th ere  i s  o ften  a b a lan ce  b e tw een  A rthur th e king and 

G aw ain the r e p r e se n ta tiv e  of b a ro n ia l fr eed o m . Is th is  b a lan ce p r e se n t  

in G aw ain and th e G reen  K night ?

Schnyder b e lie v e s  that A rthur i s  a w illfu l tyrant and that

97G aw ain i s  in  o p p osition  to  h im , but th is  v iew poin t i s  d ifficu lt to  

a c c e p t . It i s  tru e  that the p oet c r i t ic iz e s  the K ing: he is  ,!ch ild g ea red ,"  

and h is  r e fu s a l to  eat u n til he h a s an adventure is  p erh ap s w illfu l.  

C e rta in ly , he i s  r a sh  to  take up the G reen  K n igh t's  ch a lle n g e . B ut he 

i s  not ty ra n n ica l in  any o f the w ays u su a lly  a s so c ia te d  w ith  h im  in  

N o rth ern  ro m a n ce . He cannot be b lam ed  for im p e r ia l a m b itio n s , or  

fo r  d ep r iv in g  h e ir s  of th e ir  r ig h ts  or  for s e iz in g  land. The A rth u r of 

G aw ain d if fe r s  co n sid era b ly  from  th e A rth u rs of oth er N orth ern  w o rk s.

In co n tra st to  G o la g ro s  or The A w n tyrs, w h ere  A rthur is  ed u cated  by 

h is  e x p e r ie n c e s , the fo cu s  in th is  ro m a n ce  is  on the ed u cation  o f  

G aw ain.
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In th is  r e s p e c t ,  then , the rom an ce  i s  not lik e  so m e  of the  

oth er  G aw ain p o e m s. But we m u st b ear in  m ind that A rthur i s  by no 

m e a n s  tr e a te d  bad ly in  a ll  o f the m o re  p u re ly  N orthern  w o rk s.

A lthough G awain and the G reen  K night m a y  not sh a re  the 

attitude tow ard s the leg en d a ry  B r it ish  king that the o th er  N orth ern  

w ork s p r e se n t , it  d oes sh a re  th e ir  attitude to w a rd s the K in g 's  op ­

p on en ts. It too  h a s  the im a g e  of the nob le a d v e r sa r y , a th em e we 

have noted  throughout N orth ern  A rthu rian  and n on -A rth u rian  ro m a n ce .

A ll too  m uch of the w ork on B e r c ila k  i s  on h is  ro le  a s  the  

G reen  K night, the shape sh ifte r  and the d ecap ita ted  h o st who has h in ts  

of the d ev il and of e v il  s p ir it s  about h im . W hile the tra d itio n s  b e ­

hind th is  s id e  of h im  a re  o f in te r e s t  to  the fo lk lo r is t , w e m u st not lo s e  

sigh t o f h is  m o re  m undane r o le  a s  a p r o v in c ia l baron . G o la g ro s,

G aleron , ev en  the C a r l, a r e  ex a m p le s  o f the e s te e m  a cco rd ed  in d e­

pendent b a ro n s in  N orth ern  ro m a n ce , but B e r c ila k  i s  p erh a p s the m o s t  

c o m p le te  and v iv id  p o rtra y a l w e p o s s e s s  o f a N o rth ern  m agn ate .

C r it ic a l op in ion s m a y  d iffer  about B e r c ila k 's  r o le  in  the r o ­

m a n ce . B en so n , fo r  ex a m p le , th inks h im  to  be som eth in g  o f a

Q Q
v illa in , yet it i s  c le a r  that he i s  at le a s t  a s  noble a s  anyone in  th e  

ro m a n ce . B e r c ila k  is  w ea lth y , p ow erfu l, and f ie r c e ly  independent.

He i s  p erh ap s a b it p r o v in c ia l, but n e v e r th e le s s  a m o d el of c o u r te sy .  

A lthough rem o te  fro m  A rth u r 's  cou rt, he i s  fu lly  au courant w ith the  

la te s t  tra d itio n s  in  ch iva lry ; h is  c a s t le , fo r  ex a m p le , i s  of the m o st  

fa sh ion ab le  kind.
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Indeed, it i s  c le a r  that A rth u r 's  cou rt, though p erh ap s the

cen ter  of c o u r te sy , h a s  by no m e a n s  a m on op oly  on the v ir tu e . The

o u tlan d ers know ju st a s  w e ll, if  not b e tte r , how to  b eh ave tow ard s a

g u est. W hile it i s  tru e  that th e ir  g u est h a s  a d ifferen t ap p earan ce

from  A rth u r 's , th e ir  trea tm en t o f G aw ain, e v en  b e fo re  th ey  le a r n  h is

id en tity  i s  in  m ark ed  co n tra st to the trea tm en t afford ed  B e r c ila k  in

the ro y a l cou rt. P e r h a p s  B e r c ila k 's  retin u e  do g e t som e of th e ir

notion s o f c o u r te sy  out of rom an ce  b ook s, but th e ir  v ir tu e  i s  in  no way

d im in ish ed  by th is . B e r c ila k  m ay  be rough and cru d e, in  langu age a s

102w e ll a s  d eed s , in h is  g u ise  o f the G reen  K night, but in  h is  r o le  of 

baron he i s  p ro o f that c o u r te sy  i s  to  be found not on ly  in C am elot.

The a d v e r sa r y , th en , is  n ob le , but what of the p ro ta g o n ist?

How d oes the G aw ain o f th e  ro m an ce  com p are w ith th e  G awain o f o th er  

N orthern  w ork s ?

In the p u re st and m o st a r is to c r a t ic  o f the N orth ern  ro m a n ces  

G aw ain's m o s t  sa lie n t  v ir tu e  i s  h is  v a lo r , w h ere  it i s  a s  m u ch a part 

of h is  g e n e ra l e x c e lle n c e  a s  h is  c o u r te sy . But w h ile  h is  b r a v e ry  i s  

put to  the te s t  in  G aw ain and the G reen  K night, h is  p r o w e ss  i s  not.

Som e c r it ic s  b e lie v e  that G aw ain i s  in  fa c t m o r e  of a c o u r tie r  than a 

w a rr io r  and that he h a s  m o r e  in com m on w ith C h a u cer 's  Squire than  

w ith C h au cer 's  K night. B en so n  c o n s id e r s  h im  to  be r e la ted  to  the

1 no
L over  in  the R om an de la  R o s e , not to  a h ero  of c h iv a lr ic  rom a n ce .

T he w ea k n ess  of th is  v iew  i s  that it ig n o r e s  the e s s e n t ia l  

a b ility  of the G aw ain p oet to  lea v e  out the ir r e le v a n t . H is h ero  fig h ts
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104w ith  a ll m an n er o f c r e a tu r e s  in  h is  tr a v e llin g , but a m o r e  d eta iled

d e scr ip tio n  w ould d isru p t the un ity . C erta in ly  the f ie r c e  joy  w ith

w hich  G aw ain ta k es  up h is  a r m s  a fter  being  n icked  by the G reen  K night

is  p ro o f that he i s  no s tra n g er  to com bat:

H e sp r it for]? sp e n n e -fo te  m o r e  b en a sp e re  len]?e,
H ent h e te r ly  h is  h e lm e , and on h is  hed c a s t ,
Schot w i ] 3  h is  sh u ld e r e 3  h is  fa y re  sch e ld e  un der,
B rayd eg  out a b r y 3 t sw ord e  and b r e m e ly  he sp e k e 3 - 
N eu er  syn  ]?at he w at3  burne borne of h is  m o d er  
W ats he n eu er  in  b is  w orld e  w yqe h a lf s o  b ly th e -

(v s s . 2316-2321)

We m u st r e m e m b e r  that the ro m a n ce  is  not one o f the b a tt le ­

f ie ld , and th e v ir tu e s  it  c e le b r a te s  a r e  not m a r tia l. Not on ly  do we 

have no im a g e  of G aw ain 's v a lo r , but a c h ie f  v ir tu e  in  th e o th er r o ­

m a n c e s , m e r c y , i s  a ls o  om itted  s in c e  it  i s  e x e r c is e d  in  b a ttle , not in  

g a m e s . The G aw ain poet d o es  not ign o re  the v a lo r  o f h is  h ero , but he 

puts it in  th e background of h is  w ork , not, a s  in  the o th er  N orth ern  

w o rk s, in  the foregrou n d .

In the N orth ern  r o m a n c e s , a s  in  C h retien , G awain r e p r e s e n ts  

the stand ard  of ch iv a lry  a g a in st w hich  a ll  o th er  k n ights a re  te s te d . 

G o la g ro s , for example*, h a s  h is  co u r te sy  and h is  v a lo r  enhanced by the  

d eg ree  to  w hich  he ap p ro a ch es G aw ain. B ut, b eca u se  G aw ain i s  the  

id ea l w ith in  th e co u rt, he b e c o m e s  the r e p r e se n ta tiv e  o f  the court.

That i s ,  the rep u tation  of the court i s  r e f le c te d  in  h is  p er fo rm a n ce .

T h u s, in  T he T u rk , G aw ain i s  the knight ch o sen  to  be a  p arty  to  the 

B eh ead in g  G am e, and he is  the rep re sen ta tiv e  o f the cou rt in  the s in g le  

com b ats o f The A vow ynge, The A w n tyrs, and G o la g ro s .
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In G aw ain and the G reen  K night it i s  c le a r  h is  v ir tu e  i s  being  

te s te d , not b eca u se  he i s  the le a s t  w orthy o f A r th u r 's  k n igh ts, a s  he  

sa y s  he i s ,  but b e c a u se  he i s  the m o s t . What i s  at s ta k e , fu r th erm o re , 

i s  not on ly  G aw ain 's l i f e  and honor but a ls o  the rep u tation  of the  

cou rt. 105 T he ro m a n ce , th e r e fo r e , c lo s e ly  fo llo w s  the N orth ern  t r a ­

d ition  in  m ak ing G awain the a c tiv e  r e p r e se n ta tiv e  o f the court. In the 

con tin en ta l ro m a n c e s  G aw ain i s  e ith e r  a p a s s iv e  k eep er  o f c h iv a lr ic  

sta n d a rd s, a s  in  C h retien , o r  he i s  an a c tiv e  but s c a r c e ly  im p ecca b le  

h ero  a s  in the G ra il r o m a n c e s .

G awain, then , i s  the ep itom e o f c h iv a lr ic  v ir tu e  in  the r o ­

m a n ce , but what i s  the nature of th is  v ir tu e ?  It i s  b a sed , a s  in  o th er  

r o m a n c e s , on c o u r te sy  and trou th e. H ow ever , in  su ch  a co m p lex  w ork  

th e se  v ir tu e s  have no s im p le  m ea n in g s , and th ere  i s  l it t le  a g reem en t  

about th e ir  con n ota tion s. B ut, ju st a s  the o th er  e le m e n ts  of the s to ry  

e m e r g e  from  the g e n e r a l background of N orth ern  ro m a n ce , so  d o es  

th e G aw ain p o e t 's  con cep tion  of trouthe and c o u r te sy  r e la te  to  the 

n a rro w ly  feudal d efin itio n s o f th e se  t e r m s - * - i n N orth ern  h is to ry  and 

l ite r a tu r e , although he tr a n sfo r m s  them  in to  som eth in g  v e r y  m u ch  h is  

own.

S in ce the poem  b egan  to be s e r io u s ly  stu d ied  th er e  h a s b een  

g e n e r a l a g reem en t that the tem p ta tion  o f G aw ain i s  not a t e s t  of h is  

ch a stity  but o f h is  trou th e . H ow ever, trouthe h e r e  d iffe r s  in  

m ean in g  from  the oth er a c ts  o f trouthe in  the ro m a n ce . G aw ain 's  

co m p a cts  w ith B e r c ila k  te s t  h is  w ord , h is  r e a d in e ss  to  liv e  up to  a
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b a rga in , w hether it be to  find the G reen  C hapel, to  exch an ge w in n in gs,

or to  r e c e iv e  a retu rn  blow . H is fa ilu re  h e r e  i s  s lig h t and so  i s  h is

pu n ish m en t. The far  m o re  s e r io u s  te s t  that he s u c c e s s fu l ly  p a s s e s  is

not b a sed  on h is  w ord , for he n ev er  p r o m ise d  not to m ake lo v e  to  the  

1 ORL ady. ■LUO Y et, had he done so , he w ould have lo s t  h is  h ead , fo r  he 

would have v io la ted  the m o st  sa c r e d  p art of the feu d al code: the 

a lle g ia n c e  ow ed to  a h o st by h is  g u e s t. W hen G aw ain i s  m o st  

c lo s e ly  p r e s s e d  by the Lady he fe a r s  m o s t  "3 if  he sch u ld e  m ake sy n n e /  

And be tra y to r  to  ]?at to lk e  £>at |jat te ld e  a 3 t" (v s s .  1 7 7 2 -7 4 ).

T routhe p erv a d es  the en tire  ro m a n ce , o ften  ap p earin g  in  the  

sy m b o ls  of the p entangle and the g ir d le , and i t s  m ean in g  is  fa r  m o r e  

co m p lex  than s im p ly  th e c h iv a lr ic  v ir tu e . But the fact r em a in s  that 

the m o st  s e r io u s  te s t  that G aw ain u n d erg o es , and the one that r e f le c t s  

the m o st  g lo r y  upon h im , is  a te s t  in vo lv in g  a feud al r e la t io n sh ip . H ow ­

e v e r  lack in g  in "lawte" he u lt im a te ly  i s ,  the com p act that he b rea k s  

is  the lig h te s t  im a g in a b le : one je s t in g ly  a r r iv e d  at in  a C h r istm a s  

ga m e.

But it i s  c le a r  that G aw ain 's p reem in en t v ir tu e , the one that 

d em o n stra te s  m o s t  h is  e x c e lle n c e , b e c a u se  it i s  the m o s t  d ifficu lt , is  

h is  unspoken lo y a lty  tow ard s h is  h o st. But in feu d a lism  the r e la t io n ­

sh ip  b etw een  h o st and gu est is  e s s e n t ia l ly  that b etw een  lo rd  and v a s s a l .  

A lthough G aw ain fa i ls  h is  p led ged  w ord he k eep s  h is  unspoken feudal 

com m itm en t and, in the opin ion of B er c ila k : "As p e r le  b i ]?e quite  

p e s e  i s  of p r y se  m o r e , / So is  Gawayn in  god fayjj b i o th er  gay
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G awain thus h a s  liv e d  up to the h ig h est ex p ecta tio n s  o f ch iv a lry . 

But we m u st note that what the G aw ain poet c o n s id e r s  to  be th is  su p rem e  

v ir tu e  i s  not lo y a lty  to  a k ing, nor to  the C hurch, nor to  a lad y , but 

p e r so n a l lo y a lty  b etw een  v a s s a l  and lo rd , the m o s t  cen tra l v ir tu e  of the  

old fe u d a lism . T he p o e t 's  con cep tion  o f trou th e i s  e x tr e m e ly  co m p lex  

in the ro m a n ce , but at i t s  root i s  the e s s e n t ia l ly  feudal co n cep tion  of 

the te r m .

If the th em e o f trouthe p erv a d es  the en tir e  ro m a n ce , th en  the 

th em e of c o u r te sy  i s  the k ey  to  G aw ain 's c h a r a c ter . F o r  in no o th er  

A rthu rian  ro m a n ce  i s  he so  freq u en tly  r e fe r r e d  to a s  co u rteo u s ,

But, b e fo re  we c o n s id e r  h is  cou rteo u s b eh a v io r  in G aw ain and the G reen  

K night, le t  u s  r ev ie w  h is  c o u r te sy  in  o th er  r o m a n c e s .

A s we have s e e n , the c o u r te sy  a s so c ia te d  w ith  G awain in  

C ontinental ro m a n ce  i s  n e ith er  a s p e c if ic a l ly  C h ristia n  v ir tu e , nor a 

n e c e s s a r y  e lem en t o f co u rtly  lo v e , but i s  ra th e r  the natural outgrow th  

of the n eed s  of a feu d al so c ie ty . We have s o  fa r  s e e n  in  N orth ern  r o ­

m a n ce s  that G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  i s  p r im a r ily  of th is  o ld er  type b a sed  

p r im a r ily  on d e fe r en ce  and m e s u r e , not on lo v e  of God or of lady . 

D eferen ce  i s  what m a r k s  h is  r e la t io n sh ip  to  h is  lo rd , A rthur; to  

e n e m ie s , lik e  G o la g ro s , M en ea lfe  and G aleron; to  s tr a n g e r s , lik e  

S p in agros, and the Turk; to  s o c ia l  in fe r io r s , lik e  th e C arl and the Hag; 

and, d is in te r e s te d ly , to  la d ie s  lik e  G u en evere  or the m a id en  of The 

A vow ynge.
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T h is  con cep tion  o f c o u r te sy  i s  found a ls o  in the n on -A rth u rian  

N orth ern  r o m a n c e s  that we have exa m in ed . T h u s, in  T he B r u c e , A ym er  

de V a len ce  and the B ru ce  h im se lf  a r e  s in g led  out for th e ir  trea tm en t o f  

e n e m ie s , w h ile  the la tte r  a lw a y s tr e a ts  h is  su b jec ts  w ith  r e s p e c t . In 

Rauf C o il 3 e a r , R o lan d 's  b eh a v io r  a p p ro x im a tes  G aw ain 's, and the  

c o l l ie r  a s  w e ll a s  the king le a r n s  th e im p ortan ce  of r e s tr a in t  and d e fe r ­

en ce .

The cen tra l is s u e  for  u s  i s  how the c o u r te sy  of G aw ain in  

G aw ain and the G reen  K night r e la te s  to the m o re  p r im it iv e , o r  p erh a p s  

m o re  feu d a lly  o r ien ted , co n cep tion  of c o u r te sy . A lso  to  be d e term in ed  

i s  the extent to  w h ich  the G awain p o e t 's  con cep tion  o f th e  v ir tu e  d e r iv e s  

fro m  e s s e n t ia l ly  C h r istia n  or  fine am our s o u r c e s , fo r  m o s t  o f the  

c r it ic s  have s t r e s s e d  th e se  la s t  tw o a s p e c ts .

P a r t o f the p rob lem  i s  that c r i t ic s  have until r e c e n tly  tak en  

too  u n q u estion in g ly  the con n ection  b etw een  G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  and h is  

a m o r o u sn e ss , m  and thus th ey  h ave , p erh ap s a long w ith  the L ady and 

B e r c ila k 's  r e ta in e r s , b een  b eg u iled  in to  b e lie v in g  th at, if  G aw ain i s  

co u rteo u s , he m u st be an a cco m p lish ed  sed u c er  o f la d ie s . It m a y  be, 

a s  B en so n  s u g g e s ts ,  that th ere  is  the e lem en t of th e p r o m isc u o u s  

G aw ain of the C ontinental v e r s e  r o m a n c e s , but w e m u st not fo r g e t that 

th is  v iew poin t i s  not sh ared  by the author.

T h ere  a re  tw o id e n tif ic a tio n s  o f the con n ection  b etw een  the 

G awain o f th is  ro m a n ce  and the G awain of F ren ch  v e r s e  r o m a n c e s . The 

f ir s t  i s  found in  the rem a rk  o f B e r c ila k 's  m en  w hen th ey  le a r n  o f the
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id en tity  of th e ir  g u est:

"in m enyn g of m a n e r e 3  m e r e  
0 i s  burne now sch a l v u s bryng,
I hope that m a y  hym  h ere  
Schal le rn e  of lu f-ta lk y n g . 11

(v s s . 924 -9 2 7 )

T he secon d  con nection  i s  when the Lady t e l l s  G aw ain that sh e  w on d ers

if  he r e a lly  i s  G awain b e ca u se :

"So god a s  G awayn gaynly  i s  hald en
And c o r ta y sy e  i s  c lo se d  so  c len e  in  h y m se lu en ,
Cou]d not ly3tly haf lenged so  long with a lady,
B ot he had crau ed  a c o s s e ,  b i h is  c o r ta y sy e ,
B i sum  tow ch of su m m e tr y f le  at sum  ta le 3  ende. "

(v s s .  1297-1301)

T he m o tif  i s  com m on  in  F r e n c h  ro m a n ce . H ow ev er , so m e  c r i t ic s  

a r e  aw are that th e  L ady i s  ra th er  b ook ish  in  h er  ap p roach  to  lo v e , and 

th at her con cep tion  of G aw ain i s  fa r  from  the truth. A s B re w e r  p o in ts  

out, the Lady i s  a ttem p tin g  "to fa s te n  on the p r o m isc u o u s  sex u a lity  of

1 1 9
the G aw ain of la te  F ren ch  r o m a n c e s . "

B re w e r  a ls o  in g e n io u s ly  ex p la in s  aw ay the m ean in g  o f " luf- 

ta lkyng. " He in te r p r e ts  it  to  m ea n  ta lk  about lo v e , ra th er  than ta lk  of 

lo v e , and i s  thus p le a sa n t, h a r m le s s  ta lk , ra th er  than th e p re lu d e  to  

sed u ctio n . ^ 3  g ut ev en  if  th e  p h ra se  w ere  not s o  in n ocen t, i s  it  not 

p o ss ib le  that B e r c ila k 's  kn ights a re  m aking th e sa m e m is ta k e  about 

G aw ain that the Lady m a k es  ? B urrow  p o in ts  out that th ey  d is to r t the  

con cep tion  of c o u r te sy  into a p u re ly  s o c ia l v ir tu e , but p erh ap s th ey  

la ck  the* understan d ing o f th e ir  lo rd . P e r h a p s  the fin e  iro n y  o f the  

G aw ain p oet is  at w ork h e r e . The l e s s e r  c h a r a c te r s  of the rom an ce
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s e e  only the lig h t, f e s t iv e ,  and a m o ro u s s id e  o f c o u r te sy , w h e r ea s  in  

fa c t G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  i s  a g rea t d ea l m o re  s e r io u s . A m o r o u sn e ss ,  

lik e  c h a stity , i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  ir r e le v a n t to the a u th o r 's  th e m e s  o f lo y a lty , 

h u m ility , and d e fe r e n c e .

R ecen t c r i t ic s  have been  taking the v iew p oin t that in  G aw ain  

and the G reen  K night c o u r te sy  and co u rtly  lo v e  a re  tw o e n t ir e ly  d if fe r ­

ent ph enom ena. K ite le y  p o in ts out that "the poet i s  m ak ing an im p lied  

c r it ic is m  of that c o u r te sy  w hich  w a s  the ou tcom e of co u rtly  lo v e . "H 5

H e ise r m a n  s u g g e s ts  that the p o e t's  g rea t a b ility  la y  in  h is  r ed efin itio n

1 1 fiof c o u r te sy  to  exclu d e  a d u lterou s cou rtly  lo v e . But th is  i s  not so

m u ch  a red e fin itio n  a s  it i s  a re tu rn  to  the e a r l ie r  con cep tion  of

c o u r te sy  a s  it a p p ea r s , fo r  exam p le  in  the C hanson de R oland . A s

B rew er  po in ts out, G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  that o f the G awain

117of the e a r l ie s t  s to r ie s .  One m igh t add that it i s  a ls o  the c o u r te sy

of the G aw ain of N orth ern  rom a n ce .

What then i s  c o u r te sy  fo r  the G aw ain p o et?  Som e c r i t ic s

1 1 fib e lie v e  it to  be p r im a r ily  a C h r istia n  v ir tu e , but p erh ap s th ey  a re  

applying too  l i t e r a l ly  it s  ap p earan ce in  the p o e t's  r e l ig io u s  w o rk s.

F o r  B r e w e r , it  i s  "an id ea l of p e r so n a l in teg r ity , but i t s  q u a lity  can  

on ly  be r e a liz e d  in  b en evo len t a c tio n s  or at le a s t  sp e e c h  to w a rd s other  

p eo p le . . .  c o u r te sy  c o n s is t s  in  lov in g  God and o n e 's  neighb or a s  o n e se lf .  

The th ree  p e r so n s , G od, n e igh b or, and s e l f  a r e  fo r  the poet in d isso lu b ly  

lin ked .

It i s  ev id en t that the root of th is  con cep t i s  the feu d a l v ir tu e
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m o st  c lo s e ly  con n ected  w ith  Gawain. T he b a s ic  co n cep ts  of m e s u r e ,  

d e fe r en ce  or co n s id era tio n , and h u m ility  a r e  a l l  p resen ted  in  G aw ain 's  

f ir s t  sp eech  in th e ro m a n ce  when he a sk s  to  be a llow ed  to  take o v er  the  

ad ven tu re . ■ '•^ 0  ^nd  y e .̂ th ere  i s  nothing in  h is  sp eech  that w ould s u r ­

p r is e  an au d ien ce  fa m ilia r  w ith G o la g ro s , T he A w n ty rs , or the r e s t  o f  

the corp u s of N orth ern  G awain ro m a n ce .

B re w e r  s e e s  a p a r a lle l to  the G aw ain of G aw ain and the G reen  

K night in the G aw ain o f the A llite r a t iv e  M o rte , but he a c c e p ts  too  un­

c r it ic a l ly  th e W hiting th e s is  and th in k s that it s im p ly  r e p r e s e n ts  the  

f ir s t  s ta g e  of the A rth u rian  sto r y , the c h ro n ic le . In point o f fa c t, the 

G aw ain o f the c h r o n ic le s  r e a r e ly  i s  co u rteo u s  and it w ill  be m ade c le a r  

in  the next ch ap ter  that h is  p r e se n ta tio n  and h is  p r e em in e n c e  in  the 

M orte is  akin to  h is  p o s it io n  in  o th er  N orth ern  w o rk s. B re w e r  s ta te s  

that "the p o em , w ithout lo v e , i s  not w ithout c o u r te sy , " 1 2 1  but fa c -)- 

the sam e could be sa id  about any G awain rom an ce  of the N orth ern  r o ­

m a n ce  tra d itio n .

The G aw ain poet r e f in e s  the p r e v a ilin g  concep t of c o u r te sy  and 

m a k es  it far m o r e  co m p lex  than the s im p le r  b a ttle fie ld  and h o sp ita lity  

v ir tu e  of the o th er  r o m a n c e s , but in i t s  avo id an ce of both co u rtly  love  

and m y s t ic is m  it r e m a in s  e s s e n t ia l ly  N orth ern  in  s e n s ib ility .

If w e a ccep t th is  d efin ition  of the c o u r te sy  of G aw ain in  the r o ­

m a n ce , then  h is  d ia tr ib e  a g a in st w om en  i s  not d isc o u r te o u s . 1 2 2  j j iS 

a c tio n s  cannot be fau lted , fo r  he d oes not a c t, nor can h is  sp e ec h  be 

co n s id ered  d isc o u r te o u s  to  B er c ila k  s in c e  h e  b la m es  w om en  in  g e n e ra l
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te r m s  and sa y s  nothing a g a in st the Lady o r  M organ le  F a y . H is  

c o u r te sy  i s  b a sed  on c o n sid era tio n  fo r  w om en, not on th e ir  w o rsh ip , 

and h is  s ta tem en t, h o w ever  in su ltin g  to fin e  am ou r, d o es  nothing to 

su g g e st that he w ill not continue to  d efer  to  la d ie s .

Just a s  w ith  trou th e, then , the Gawain poet d ev e lo p s  h is  own  

h igh ly  co m p lex  con cep tion  of the v ir tu e  and im b u es it w ith  C h r istia n  

s ig n if ic a n c e . But the cen ter  of the v ir tu e , co n sid era tio n  fo r  o th ers , 

and d e feren ce  ev en  to  th o se  who a r e  w ea k er , and m e su r e , h ea rk en s  

back to  the v a lu e s  o f  the ch an son s and th e  f ir s t  feudal a g e . At the 

sa m e tim e  th is  m o r e  a rch a ic  trea tm en t r e f le c t s  the s o c ie ty  of the  

N orth ern  feud al r e v iv a l.

We a r e  now in a p o s it io n  to  a sc e r ta in  the re la t io n sh ip  of 

G awain and the G reen  K night to N orth ern  ro m an ce  and to  N orthern  

so c ie ty . It i s  c lea r  that th e G awain poet does not fo cu s on c h iv a lr ic  

v ir tu e , nor on the p ro b lem s brought on by feu d a lism . T h ose  th em es  

of the w ork w hich  m ak e it so  r e sp e c te d , se lf-k n o w led g e , m a n 's  

im p e r fe c ta b ility , and o th er s , a r e  the w ork of the p o e t's  g e n iu s , not of 

the u n iq u en ess  of h is  so c ie ty .

H is ch o ice  o f su b ject, h o w ev er , i s  s u r e ly  th e r e su lt  of h is  

N orth ern  backgroun d, for only in  the N orth d oes A rthu rian  lite r a tu r e  

have any v ita lity  in  fou rteen th  cen tu ry  England and on ly  in  the N orth  i s  

G awain the p r e -e m in e n t c h a ra c ter  of A rthurian  ro m a n ce . T he b a ck ­

ground a ls o  a p p ea rs  in  h is  s e n se  o f lo c a l topography and h is  sp lend id  

p o rtra y a l o f a p ro v in c ia l cou rt. F u rth erm o re , h is  unique con cep tion s
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of trouthe and c o u r te sy  a r e  u lt im a te ly  roo ted  in  the op era tion  of th ese  

v ir tu e s  w ith in  N orth ern  fe u d a lism  and th us a r e  p a r a lle l to th e ir  a p ­

p ea ra n ce  in  o th er N o rth ern  w o rk s. M ost im p o rta n tly , the poet e n ­

v is io n s  a s  th e  h ig h est fo rm  of ea rth ly  a c tiv ity , not the c r u sa d e r , the 

G r a il-q u e s te r , or the lo v e r , but the k n ig h t-er r a n t, an im age  h o p e le s s ly  

out o f date in any o th er  p art o f E ngland. H is ro m a n ce , at the sa m e  

t im e  that it i s  h is  own, d e m o n str a te s  the p e r v a s iv e n e s s  of the feu d al 

tr a d it io n s  o f the N orth .

The G aw ain r o m a n c e s  a re  at the co re  of the c h iv a lr ic  l i t e r ­

a tu re  o f the N orth during the feu d al r e n a is sa n c e  o f the fou rteen th  

cen tu ry , and th ey  illu m in a te  the nature o f that r e v iv a l. T h ey  r e f le c t  

the v a lu e s  of the N orth  and com bin e the fe a tu r e s  that w e have noted  

about o th er N orth ern  ro m a n c e s: u n iq u en ess , un ity , and v a r ie ty .

T h e ir  d is t in c t iv e n e s s  i s  d em o n stra ted  by th e ir  trea tm en t of 

G aw ain, fo r  th is  i s  the on ly  s e c t io n  o f E ngland w h ere  G aw ain b e c o m e s  

the cen tra l h ero  of ro m a n ce . T h e ir  un ity  i s  s e e n  in  th e ir  p o r tra y a l of 

Gawain; in  a l l  of the r o m a n c e s  he i s  the id ea l o f c h iv a lry , the sym b o l 

of a l l  that i s  good in  the A rth u rian  w orld  and h en ce  the sy m b o l of 

c h iv a lr ic  v a lu e s  in  g e n e r a l. But w ith in  th is  u n ified  app roach  th ere  is  

su ffic ien t v a r ie ty  in  the p r e se n ta tio n  of G aw ain to  r e f le c t  th e d ifferen t  

c e n te r s  of p o etry  that m u st have d ev e lop ed  in  an a rea  w h ere s e v e r a l  

p ow erfu l m a g n a te s  m ain ta in ed  th e ir  own c o u r ts . T h u s, the G awain  

p o et, w h ile  w r itin g  in  an e s s e n t ia l ly  N orth ern  m ilie u , can p r e se n t an  

e n tir e ly  d ifferen t p ic tu re  of the r e la t io n sh ip  b etw een  G aw ain and A rthur
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than i s  p r e se n ted  in G o la g ro s  and G awain.

S in ce G aw ain s e r v e s  a s  the standard of ch iv a lry , the kind of 

ch iv a lry  that he r e p r e s e n ts  i s  that w hich  w a s m o st  a d m ired  in  the  

N orth  and w hich  r e p r e s e n ts  the N orth ern  id e a l. A s w e have noted, 

th is  ch iv a lry  i s  b a s ic a lly  a throw back to  an e a r l ie r  type in  w hich  the  

e m p h a sis  i s  not on p ie ty  or  c o u r t lin e s s  or national lo y a lty , but ra th er  

on c o n sid era tio n  fo r  o th e r s , m e r c y  tow ard s o n e 's  e n e m ie s , and lo y a lty  

to  o n e 's  lord .

T h is  "olde c u r te isy e "  i s  the product o f a h is to r ic a l  cond ition  

w h ere  feu d a lism  i s  s t i l l  a liv e  and v ita l . C h iva lry  in c o r p o r a te s  the 

id e a ls  n e c e s s a r y  to hold a s o c ie ty  to g e th er  and d if fe r s  co n sid era b ly  

fro m  the ch iv a lry  c e le b r a te d  in  o th er  p a r ts  o f E ngland. T h e re , the 

"Indian su m m er"  o f c h iv a lr y  co n cen tra ted  on sem b la n ce  ra th er  than r e ­

a lity , on lo v e  ra th er  than the v ir tu e s  o f the b a ttle fie ld  and the cou n cil 

h a ll . 1^3 T h is  ch iv a lry  w a s a gam e b e c a u se  it w as a code of conduct 

no lo n g er  m ean in gfu l in  the o p era tion  of s o c ie ty , w h ile  the id e a ls  of 

the G aw ain ro m a n ces  w e re  the v ir tu e s  by w hich  the N orth ern  m a g n a tes  

liv e d  and d ied . W ith the ex cep tio n  of the P e r c y 's  d e m e su r e , th ere  is  

l i t t le  in  the trea tm en t of the N orth ern  concep tion  of G aw ain that could  

not be rea so n a b ly  ap p lied  to the ch a ra c ter  o f H otsp u r.

An ag e  w h ere  G aw ain had b eco m e  e ith e r  a f ig u re  of the r e ­

m ote  p a s t, or  a r e p r e se n ta tiv e  o f v ir tu e s  no lo n g er  co n s id ered  su p rem e , 

and in  som e c a s e s  look ed  upon a s  d isr u p tiv e , w as a ls o  an age w hen  

fe u d a lism  a s  a v ia b le  fo r c e  c e a se d  to  fu nction . Y e t, a s  w e h ave s e e n ,



fe u d a lism  did not d ie in  th e N orth , but w as reb o rn  through th e co m b i­

nation  o f the r e v iv a l o f A n g lo -S co ttish  h o s t i l i t ie s  and the h is to r ic a l  

d is t in c t iv e n e ss  o f the reg io n . C on tem p orary  w ith th is  r eb ir th  i s  the 

e ra  of the G awain r o m a n c e s  w hich  r e f le c t  m o s t  c le a r ly  the v a lu e s  o f  

that so c ie ty .
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At th is  point in  our study we can  b eg in  to p e r c e iv e  so m e  of 

the unique q u a lit ie s  of N orthern  ro m a n ce  that d er iv e  from  the h is to r i ­

ca l s itu a tio n  of the N orth. T h ese  q u a lit ie s  in  turn can p erh ap s a d ­

van ce our u n d erstan d in g  o f the N orth ern  A rth u rian  r o m a n c e s , so m e of 

w hich  have b een  the ca u se  of m u ch  c r it ic a l  co n tr o v e rsy .

T ro u n ce , in h is  d eta iled  in v e s tig a tio n  of the ta il-r h y m e  r o ­

m a n ce  o f the E a st M id lan ds, r e f e r s  to th em  a s  a " sch o o l. W ith  

so m e h e s ita n c y , and p erh ap s for want of a b e tter  w ord , w e m ig h t app ly  

the sa m e  te r m  to  the N orth ern  ro m a n ce  w r ite r s .  That i s ,  a s  a group, 

w h ile  they d iffer  m a rk ed ly  in  con cep tion  and ex ecu tio n , th ey  a ll sh a re  

a com m on e s th e t ic  outlook and u se  com m on th e m e s  in  th e ir  w o rk s.

T h is  i s  not to  im p ly  the e x is te n c e  o f a c ir c le  o f p o e ts , lik e  that of the 

D olce  S til N uovo, w h ere  th er e  w as c lo s e  com m u n ication  b etw een  the 

a r t is t s ,  fo r  w e la ck  any ev id en ce  for  th is , and fe a tu r e s  of p roven an ce  

a rgu e a g a in st su ch  a c lo s e ly  knit group. S t ill, b eca u se  of the h o m o ­

g e n e ity  o f N o rth ern  s o c ie ty  on e ith e r  s id e  of the b o rd er , and b eca u se  

of the r e la t iv e  iso la t io n  o f th at s o c ie ty  from  oth er p a r ts  of B r ita in , it 

i s  r ea so n a b le  to  a s su m e  that th ere  w ere  com m on  tra d itio n s  in  the  

l it e r a r y  a rt that a ffec ted  the w ork s of a ll  the r o m a n c e r s .

T h u s, w e can note e le m e n ts  of a com m on  e s th e t ic  in the  

N orth ern  r o m a n c e s  a lrea d y  stu d ied . T h ere  a re  s tro n g  tr a d it io n s  of 

p o e tic  fo r m , e ith e r  in  the u se  of the a ll ite r a t iv e  l in e s ,  a s  in  G o la g ro s  

and G aw ain, or G aw ain and the G reen  K night, or  the u se  o f a h e a v ily  

a llite r a te d  ta il-r h y m e  sta n za  a s  in  Rauf C o il3 e a r , o r  the S ege  of
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M ela y n e . W ithin th is  la tte r  group of r o m a n c e s  e x is t s  a s ta n z a -lin k e d  

ta il-r h y m e  fo rm , found on ly  in  the N orth , that is  u sed  in  the A vow ynge  

of A rthur and the A w n tyrs o f A rthur and two ro m a n c e s  to  be d is c u s se d

O
in th is  chapter. *

M ost o f the N orth ern  ro m a n ces  a re  a ls o  u n c h a r a c te r is t ic a lly  

lo c a l. That i s ,  th ey  do not take p la ce  in  a con ven tion al fe a tu r e le s s  

la n d sca p e , but in s te a d  r e fe r  s p e c if ic a l ly  to N orth ern  lo c a le s  and u se  

th e  se ttin g  o f the N o rth ern  la n d sca p e . We have o b se rv e d  the g e o ­

g ra p h ica l p r e c is io n  o f B arb our, and the freq uen t r e fe r e n c e s  to  

C a r lis le  and the T a rn  W adling in  s e v e r a l  of the G aw ain r o m a n c e s . We 

have fu rth er  noted  th e in tru sio n  of the N orth ern  background into the 

su p p osed ly  C ontinental se ttin g  of R auf, th e  im p ortan ce  of the w in ter  

lan d sca p e  in  G aw ain and th e  G reen  K night, and the d e scr ip tio n  o f the  

s to r m s  on th e m o o r s  in th e  A w n tyrs o f A rth ur and G awain and the C arl 

of C a r lis le .

F u r th e rm o re , th er e  i s  a c h a r a c te r is t ic  attem pt at unity in  

N orth ern  ro m a n ce . U nlike the d is c u r s iv e  sou th ern  r o m a n c e s , lik e  

W illiam  of P a le r n e ,  ̂ the N orth ern  w ork s a ll  s tr iv e  for a u n ified  plot 

and freq u en tly  im p ro v e  upon th e ir  C ontinental o r ig in a ls . T h is  s tru c tu re  

can  tak e m any fo r m s; it can  c o n s is t  of th em a tic  un ity , a s  in  T he B r u c e , 

or  a so r t  o f A r is to te l ia n  unity  o f p la ce  and a ctio n , a s  in G aw ain and the  

C arl of C a r l is le , or  the W eddynge of S ir  G awain. But m any t im e s  

unity i s  a ch iev ed  through a d ev ice  we m igh t term  the double p lot. A  

ro m a n ce  w ill  c o n s is t  of tw o in c id en ts  w hich  a r e  ap p aren tly  on ly  c a su a lly
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con n ected  but w hich in  fa c t tr e a t the sam e th em e and o ffer  tw o w ays  

of look ing at that th em e. T he c le a r e s t  exam p le  i s  T he A w n ty rs , w h ere  

the g h o st of G u e n e v e re 's  m o th er  in d ic ts  the court o f A rthur in the f ir s t  

p art and the cou rt a ttem p ts  to  r e fo rm  i t s e l f  in  the seco n d . T he p a ttern  

i s  a ls o  found in  G o la g r o s , w h ere  G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  i s  p o rtra y ed  on 

tw o d ifferen t le v e l s  in  the tw o p a r ts , or  in The A vow yn ge, w h ere  the  

co n tra stin g  q u a lit ie s  of an id ea l knight a re  exam in ed  in the tw o s e c t io n s .  

T he u se  of the double p lot by  the author of R auf p o in ts  to w a rd s h is  tru e  

s o u r c e s  and, p erh a p s, the tru e  ta r g e t of h is  g o o d -n atu red  b u r le sq u e . 

F in a lly , the g e n iu s  o f the G aw ain poet i s  r ev e a le d  in h is  a b ility  to  

in terw ea v e  the tw o s to r ie s  o f th e B eh ead ing T e s t  and the exch an ge of 

w in n in gs w ithout s a c r if ic in g  unity  o f ac tio n , c h a r a c ter , and th em e.

In ad d ition  to  com m on e s th e t ic  tra d it io n s , the ro m a n ces  

stu d ied  thus fa r  d ea l w ith  s im ila r  th e m e s . A ll of th em  fo cu s on 

c h iv a lry , not a s  a ro m a n ce  con ven tion  but a s  a v ia b le  and v ita l  fo r c e .  

T h e ir  con cep t o f ch iv a lry , b a sed  m a in ly  on v a lo r , m e r c y , and r e s p e c t  

fo r  o n e 's  e n e m ie s  d if fe r s  m a rk ed ly  fro m  the concep t of ch iv a lry  that 

tr e a ts  the id ea l knight a s  a lo v e r  or sp ir itu a l q u ester  or  d efen d er of 

the F a ith , and r e s e m b le s  in stea d  the v a lu e s  of the C hanson de G e s te , 

e s p e c ia lly  the E p ic s  of R ev o lt. F o r  ex a m p le , the tra d itio n  o f the 

noble a d v e r sa r y  i s  com m on to  both. In N orthern  rom an ce  th is  r o le  is  

p layed  by A y m er  de V al en ce  in The B ru ce  and by G o la g ro s , G aleron  

and B e r c ila k  in  the G aw ain r o m a n c e s .

C o u rtesy  c o n s is t s  e s s e n t ia l ly  o f c o n sid era tio n  fo r  th o se  who
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a r e  w ea k er , fa ir  trea tm en t of a s tr a n g e r , and m e r c y  to  a fa lle n  foe; 

it  can e n c o m p a ss  s e r v ic e  of w om en , but it  i s  r a r e ly  lo v e - s e r v ic e .

T h ere  is  l it t le  ev id en ce  in  N orth ern  ro m a n ce  fo r  c o u r te sy  a s  a s p e c if i ­

c a lly  C h r istia n  v ir tu e , a s  a r e c e n t c r it ic  su g g e sts ;^  it i s  ra th er  a 

n e c e s s a r y  q u ality  i f  s o c ie ty  i s  to  w ork. ® The nature of N orth ern  

ch iv a lry , then , i s  ak in  to  what P a in te r  te r m s  "feudal c h iv a lry , " and  

b e a r s  sca n t r e se m b la n c e  to the la te r  ch iv a lry  of r e lig io n  and cou rtly  

lo v e .^

In add ition  to the e a r ly  type o f c h iv a lr y  that a p p ea rs  in  N o r th ­

e rn  ro m a n ce , we s e e  the in tru sio n  of the p o lit ic a l r e a lity  o f the feudal 

r e n a is s a n c e  in  th e p r e v a le n c e  o f th e m e s  of fe u d a lism . T rou th e , fo r  

ex a m p le , i s  co n ce iv ed  of a s  p r im a r ily  a feu d a l v ir tu e : it i s  cen tra l to  

the h e r o 's  c h iv a lr ic  w orth  and i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  defin ed  a s  the bond b e ­

tw een  lo rd  and v a s s a l .  V en g ea n ce , so  m u ch  a p art of the w orld  of the  

N orth , i s  condem ned in  The B r u c e , but n e v e r th e le s s  is  the m ajor  

m o tiv a tio n  of R ob ert the B ru ce  and J a m e s  D ou glas.

C oncern  fo r  b a ro n ia l in d ep en d en ce and feud al r ig h ts  a p p ears  

in  a lm o st  e v e r y  N o rth ern  ro m a n ce . The r igh t of land p o s s e s s io n  and 

in h er ita n ce  i s  a la r g e  p art of T he A w n ty rs , T he W eddynge and The  

B ru ce . G o lagros fo c u s e s  on the r ig h t to  autonom y. T h ere  i s  freq u en t­

ly  a s u sp ic io u s , although n ev er  to ta lly  h o s t ile  attitude to w a rd s the  

p ow er  o f the m o n a rch y , a good ex a m p le  o f w hich  i s  The S ege  of 

M elayn e, w h ere  the w eak and g ra sp in g  C h arlem agn e i s  co n tra sted  

w ith  the doughty B ish o p  T urpin .
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We have o b se rv e d  that a ll  o f th e se  th e m e s  a r e  p e r so n ifie d  in  

the fig u re  of G aw ain: lo c a lis m , s in c e  he i s  tr a d it io n a lly  a s so c ia te d  

w ith the N orth; the o ld er  id e a ls  of c o u r te sy  and c h iv a lr y , o f w hich he 

is  the tra d itio n a l r ep r e se n ta tiv e ;  b a ro n ia l in d ep en d en ce, w hich he 

c o m e s  to  stand  for in  h is  r e la tio n sh ip  w ith A rthur. T h ere  i s  a lso  a 

ten d en cy  to r eg a rd  the A rthur of the r o m a n c e s  in  the sa m e  light that 

the N orth ern  m a g n a tes  reg a rd ed  the th ron e, w ith h o s t i l i ty  at t im e s ,  

but n e v e r  a s  v in d ic t iv e ly  a s  in  the E p ic s  of R evo lt.

T h ere  i s  c o n s id era b le  v a r ie ty  in  N orth ern  A rth u rian  ro m a n ces;  

th e ir  date ra n g es  from  the e a r l ie s t  N orth ern  w ork to  the la te s t ,  th eir  

q u ality , from  the n e a r ly  unreadable L a n celo t of the L a ik  to  the su b lim e  

A llite r a tiv e  M orte A r th u re , and th e ir  m e tr ic a l  fo rm  fro m  a llite r a tio n  

to  the co u p le ts  of the L a n celo t. Y et th ey  a l l  b ear  a c lo s e  re la tio n sh ip  

to  the N orth ern  e s th e t ic  and to the N orth ern  th em es  o f ch iv a lry  and 

feu d a lism . A  study of the o p era tion  o f th e se  f o r c e s ,  and ca refu l 

atten tion  to  the r o le s  p la y ed  by G awain and A rth u r, w ill  a ls o  shed  new  

ligh t on the ro m a n ces  th e m s e lv e s . We sh a ll f ir s t  ex a m in e  the r o ­

m a n c e s  cen tered  on in d iv id u a l kn ights and then  c o n s id e r  the two  

v e r s io n s  of the death of A rthur.

S ir  P eg rev a n t is  r a r e ly  c la s s if ie d  a s  an A rth u rian  rom an ce;  

i t s  con n ection  w ith the g en re  h as b een  d e scr ib e d  a s  "pu rely  artific ia l." ^

It i s ,  ra th er , a c o m p o site  ro m a n ce , that i s ,  an o r ig in a l w ork com p osed  

la r g e ly  out of the s to ck  m o tifs  of con ven tion a l ro m a n ce . It is  i t s  con ­

ven tion a l q u a lit ie s  that a r e  in trigu in g , for  S ir  D egrevan t d em o n stra te s
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that the tra d itio n s  o f N orth ern  s o c ie ty  that so  a ffec ted  N orth ern  

A rth u rian  rom an ce a ls o  shaped  the nature of w ork s from  oth er  t r a ­

d itio n s .

The w ork h a s but a s lig h t con n ection  w ith  A rthurian  ro m a n ce .

W e le a r n  that S ir  D egrevan t i s  the nephew  of A rthur and P e r c e v a l  and 

th at, "with P e r s e v a l l  and Gawayn for h erd y  and wyght" (v s . 23), ® he  

i s  a m em b er  of the Round T a b le . The nam e S ir  D egrevan t i s  a v a r ian t  

of A grava in , ® w hose on ly  c la im  to  fam e i s  h is  p art in  the d estru c tio n  

o f the A rthurian  w orld , but ev id en tly , the author ch o se  it b e c a u se  he  

w anted to w r ite  h is  own s to r y  and needed  a h ero  w h ose  nam e w a s a l ­

r ea d y  known but who w a s not the su b ject of any tra d itio n a l ta le s  that 

m igh t have in ter fe r ed  w ith  h is  con cep tion . H ere , a s  in The T a il l  of 

R auf C o il3 e a r , we s e e  ev id en ce  fo r  the p op u larity  o f the A rth u rian  

tra d itio n  in  the N orth . Ju st a s  the S co ttish  w ork stu d io u sly  a v o id s  any 

con n ection  w ith  A rthur b eca u se  it is  a b u r lesq u e , the E n glish  w ork  

s e e k s  to add to  it s  p op u lar ity  by b orrow in g , although not m ak ing  u se  of, 

A rth u rian  trad ition . The attem p t w as ap p aren tly  s u c c e s s fu l ,  s in c e  the 

w ork r e c e iv e d  enough c ircu la tio n  for  M alory  to  know about it and to  

r e fe r  to  D egrevant the g u i l t le s s .  ^

A lthough S ir  D egrevan t i s  not an A rth u rian  ro m a n ce , it  i s  

c le a r ly  a p art of the N orth ern  p o e tic  tr a d it io n s . The m e te r  o f the poem  

i s  N orthern; the poet sh ow s m a s te r y  of the ta il-r h y m e  tra d itio n  and 

m o r e  than a th ird  of the l in e s  in  th e  poem  a re  a l l ite r a t iv e . ^  The 

p e c u lia r  u se  of rep ea tin g  l in e s  to link s ta n z a s  i s  a ls o  the d is tin g u ish in g
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fea tu re  o f The A w n tyrs o f A rthur, The A vow ynge of A rthur, and S ir

P e r c y v e l le  of G a le s , w o rk s w hich a ls o  d em o n stra te  c o n s id e ra b le  o r ig i-  

1 2n a lity . W hile we cannot a ccep t u n c r it ic a lly  the c la im  that th is

tech n iq u e of s ta n z a -lin k in g  i s  b orrow ed  from  W elsh  p o e tic  te ch n iq u es,

the e x is te n c e  o f th is  group of r o m a n c e s  sh ow s the stren gth  of the

lit e r a r y  tra d itio n s  of the N orth .

B e s id e s  h is  debt to  the ta il-r h y m e  p o e ts , th e author of S ir

D egrevan t s h a r e s  the a ll ite r a t iv e  r o m a n c e r s ' lo v e  o f d e sc r ip t io n . One

of the m o s t  str ik in g  p a r ts  of the poem  i s  the d e scr ip tio n  o f M e lia d o r 's

b ow er , p a r tic u la r ly  the p a in tin gs on the w a lls . T he d e scr ip t io n  w as

co m p ellin g  enough to  in sp ir e  th e p a in tin gs in  the dining room  at

1 2W illiam  M o rr is ' Red H ouse fiv e  hundred y e a r s  la te r . The d e ­

scr ip t io n  of the fe a s t  s e r v e d  to D egrevan t by h is  lad y , e s p e c ia l ly  the

14l i s t  of w in e s , m a y  be b orrow ed  from  the A llite r a t iv e  M orte A r th u re .

The ro m an ce  abounds in  N orth ern  lo c a lis m . Som e o f i t s  b e s t

p a r ts  a r e  the b a ttle  d e sc r ip t io n s , w hich  a re  not con ven tion a l s in g le

com b ats on a b road , f e a tu r e le s s  p la in , but m ake co n s id era b le  u se  of

a m b u sh es and fo r e s t  figh tin g . The r e a lis m  o f the b a ttle  d e sc r ip t io n  i s

such  that a w e ll-k n ow n  sch o la r  a ttem p ted  to  r e la te  the com b a ts  b etw een

D eg rev a n t's  m e n  and the E a r l 's  to the h is to r ic  b attle  of O tterbu rn , and

1 fito  s e e  in  D egrevan t a r e p r e se n ta tio n  of D ou glas. The fa lla c y  of th is  

id en tifica tio n  l i e s  in the notion  that O tterbu rn  w as a unique o c cu rr e n c e  

in  the N orth . In fa c t, a s  w e have s e e n , O tterburn  w as only a s p e c ia l  

exam p le  of in c id en ts  that w ere  a p art of the ev ery d a y  lif e  of the B o rd er
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17r e g io n s .

U nlike m any of the G awain p o e m s, S ir  D egrevan t con ta in s no

r e fe r e n c e s  to s p e c if ic  p la c e s , no C a r lis le  o r  T arn  W adling. But the

lo c a le  i s  a n e c e s s a r y  background to  the p oem  and the topography i s

18p r e c is e  enough fo r  so m e c r i t ic s  to g u e s s  at a p roven an ce . The 

la n d sca p e , although n ev er  in  the foregrou n d , i s  a lw a y s  p r e se n t and 

p e r v a d e s  the w ork .

The p lo t of S ir  D eg rev a n t, h o w ev er , i s  s c a r c e ly  an exam p le  

of the e lem en ts  of un ity  that c h a r a c ter iz e  N orth ern  ro m a n ce . A lthough  

a rec e n t c r it ic  h a s  term ed  the w ork "unified and com p act, the fact  

r em a in s  that m u ch  of the m id d le  o f the ta le , the th re e  d ays tou rn am ent, 

the s e c r e t  m e e tin g s  o f the lo v e r s , and the e v il  s tew a rd  a re  on ly  r o ­

m a n ce  co m m o n p la ces . S t ill l e s s  e f fe c t iv e  i s  the r e so lu t io n  of the 

p lo t. The E a r l, who h a s  b een  S ir  D eg rev a n t's  im p la ca b le  en em y and 

who h as su ffered  g r e a t ly  at h is  han ds, m e e k ly  a c q u ie s c e s  to  h is

d a u gh ter 's  r e so lu t io n  and h is  w ife 's  arg u m en ts  and g iv e s  h is  p e r m is s io n  

21fo r  the w edding. Thus th e N orth ern  tra d itio n  h a s  not in flu en ced  the

p lo t and the ta le  r em a in s  qu ite p o s s ib ly  the le a s t  s tru c tu red  o f any of

the co m p lete  ro m a n ces  of the reg io n . But we m u st not judge the author

too  h a r sh ly , for  he w a s la r g e ly  u sin g  the p lot o f a n o n -N o rth ern  w ork,

92The E a r l o f T o lo u s e .

S ir  D egrevant m o st  s ig n ifica n tly  d e m o n str a te s  its  con n ection  

w ith the corp u s o f N orth ern  ro m an ce  in i t s  r e f le c t io n  of N orth ern  

so c ie ty . It i s ,  p erh a p s, the m o st  d e ta iled  p ic tu re  o f th is  so c ie ty  that



207

w e p o s s e s s ,  fo r , a s  one c r it ic  h a s  rem a rk ed , "Sir D egrevan t is  not 

only  a knight of the Round T able and a com panion  of P e r c e v a l and 

G aw ain, but a ls o  a Y o r k sh ir e  country landow ner w ith h is  e s t a te s ,  

g a m e -k e e p e r s , le t t e r s  dem anding com p en sa tio n , and p r o s a ic  r e s p o n s i­

b i l i t ie s  w o r ld s  aw ay from  ro m a n tic  ch iv a lry . O ther c r i t ic s  have  

m en tio n ed  the w o rk 's  " r e a lis t ic  trea tm en t of the feud al s itu a tio n .

One w r ite r , in  fa c t, s e e s  a con n ection  b etw een  the co u rtly  se ttin g  and

r e a l i s t ic  m an n er of the p oem  and th e su r v iv a l o f the feudal fo rm  of

25s o c ie ty  in  the N orth .

The s o c ie ty  th at S ir  D egrevan t r e f le c t s  i s  b a ro n ia l. The  

p r in c ip a l ca u se  for  the s tr ife  b etw een  D egrevan t and the E a r l is  a 

dispu te o v er  hunting r ig h ts . The E a r l h a s  hunted on D eg rev a n t's  land  

w h ile  the la tte r  w a s aw ay cru sa d in g , and w e le a r n  the p r e c is e  nature  

of the E a r l 's  v io la t io n s . D eg rev a n t's  com p la in t, "my p e r r k e s  a re

Q C
s tr o y e d / and m y  v e v e r s  a r e  dra in ed , r e f e r s  to  a s p e c if ic  tr e s p a s s

27found in the S ta tu es of W e stm in ste r . He dem ands r e p a r a tio n s , not

only  fo r  h im se lf , but a ls o  fo r  h is  ten an ts w h ose  p ro p er ty  h a s  b een

d estro y ed , thus d isp la y in g  the tr ip le  c o n c er n s  of a baron: h is  kn ightly

h on or, h is  own lan d , and the n eed s of h is  ten a n ts . S ir  D egrevan t i s  a

cru sa d er  and a lo v e r , but he i s  f ir s t  a good lo rd  to h is  ten a n ts , a s  we

s e e  in  h is  e f fo r ts  to  a id  th em  a fter  the E a r l 's  ra id :

He c lo se d  h y s p a rk es  ayen  
(H is hosbondus fcey w ere  feyn)
He len t hem  oxon and wayn  

of h is  own sto re;
And a ls o  sed e  for  to draw . . .

( v s s .  145 -150)
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The w a r s  that fo llow  b etw een  the E a r l and S ir  D egrevant a r e  p u re ly  

p r iv a te  w a r s  in vo lv in g  co n s id era b le  n u m b ers of r e ta in e r s  on e ith e r  

s id e . The d isp u te i s  not r e fe r r e d  to  a h ig h er  au th ority , fo r  the  

autonom y of th e se  tw o N orth ern  lo r d s  i s  co m p le te .

P r iv a te  w a r fa re , kn ightly  h on or, p ro p er ty  r ig h ts  and ten an ts' 

w e lfa r e , th e se  a r e  the m a in  in te r e s t s  of S ir  D egrevan t u n til he s e e s  

M elia d o r , the E a r l's  dau ghter, and th e ro m a n ce  m o v e s  in to  i t s  con ­

v en tio n a l ph ase; but ev en  the s te reo ty p ed  p art of the s to r y  r e f le c t s  the  

a tm o sp h ere  of the N orth . M eliad or h e r s e l f  i s  no rem o te  lad y  to  be 

w orsh ip p ed  from  a fa r , nor d o es  sh e  p o s s e s s  only C r is e y d e 's  "slyd ing  

corage;"  she i s ,  r a th er , a sp ir ite d  daughter o f a N orth ern  baron  and a

HO
m a tch  fo r  the e n e r g e t ic  S ir  D eg rev a n t. A lthough she fa l ls  in  love

w ith the knight the f ir s t  t im e  she s e e s  h im , she r e m a in s  lo y a l to h er

fa th er . At D eg rev a n t's  f ir s t  v is i t ,  sh e  i s  kept fro m  in fo rm in g  on h im

only by the h avoc that he a s s u r e s  h er  he w ill  w reak  on h er  fa th e r 's

fo r c e s . The daunger in  th is  lo v e  a ffa ir , then , is  not the la d y 's  stan d -

29o ff ish n e s s , nor a h u sb an d 's je a lo u sy , but ra th er  the fa m ily  lo y a lty  

held  by the daughter o f a N orth ern  e a r l.

H er lo v e  i s  w on con v en tio n a lly  by the h e r o 's  p r o w e ss  in a 

th ree  days' tou rn am en t, but h er  b eh av ior  i s  c h a r a c te r is t ic  n e ith er  of 

F ren ch  h e r o in e s  nor of the in s ip id  la d ie s  of M idlands and Southern  

ro m a n ce . When D egrevan t a ttem p ts  to  c la im  h is  lo v e r 's  r ig h ts , sh e  

resp o n d s:

" S er te s , j?o ]aou w ere  a kyng
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0 ou to u ch est no sw ych  t>ing,
O r ]d o u  wed m e  w ith  a ryng,
And m a ry a g e  fu l- fy l le .  "

(v s s . 1 4 3 3 -1436)

And a ls o  " 'F or-fcy  s y r , hald  |je s ty lle /W h y l |>ou g e t m y  fad yr w h ylle '"

(v s s .  1 4 4 9 -1 4 5 0 ). She r e s i s t s  n e ith er  from  p ru d ery  nor d au n ger, but

ra th er  from  an  acu te c o n s c io u sn e s s  of h e r  so c ia l p o s itio n . ^  S im ila r ly ,

once she h as co m m itted  h e r s e l f  to  h e r  lo v e r , she tr a n s fe r s  a ll  h er

lo y a lty  to  h im , b rin g in g  h im  a h o r se  in  the m id st of b a ttle  say in g  "On

t>is s ted e  w ol I r y d e / B y m y  lem m an u s s y d e /  In lond w hare I go" (v s s .

1 3 1 8 -1 3 2 0 ). H er d efia n ce  of h er  fa th er  sh ow s the depth of h er  lo y a lty :

"Sene he w as ch o sen  m y  fy r s t  m ake  
Shal I hym  n ev er  fo r -s a k e ,
What defce ]?at I take  
O r dool ]?at I dye. "

(v s s .  1 7 4 9 -1 7 5 2 )

T h is  w ork  i s  p erh ap s the only ro m a n ce  o f lo v e  in the m a in ­

s tr ea m  of the N orth ern  tra d itio n , and the lo v e -e th o s  that it r e f le c t s  i s  

touch ed  by th e v a lu e s  of N orth ern  s o c ie ty . A ll M iddle E n g lish  c o m ­

p o s ite  r o m a n c e s , r e g a r d le s s  o f d ia lec t , r e f le c t  n otion s of le g a l  

m a trim o n y  and avoid  the w o rsh ip  of w om en , 31 but S ir  D egrevan t is  

p a r tic u la r ly  r e a l i s t ic  in  i t s  p o r tra y a l of w om en  o f the b a ro n ia l c la s s ,  

w h ile  i t s  id e n tif ic a tio n  o f lo v e  w ith the feu d al concep t o f lo y a lty , not 

on ly  on the p art o f the knight but a ls o  on the p art of the lady , i s  an  

e s s e n t ia l ly  N o rth ern  con cep tion .

D egrevan t h im s e lf  p e r so n if ie s  m an y  o f the v ir tu e s  that w ere  

m o st ad m ired  in  th e N orth . We have s e e n  how he r e p r e s e n ts  the
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p ro p er  feu d al lo rd , but he i s  a ls o  im p r e s s iv e  a s  a knight. What d is ­

t in g u ish e s  him  ab ove a ll  is  h is  au d acity , w heth er it be h is  en try  into  

h is  e n e m y 's  c a s t le ,  h is  f e a r le s s n e s s  in  b a ttle , h is  quick d e c is io n  

m ak in g  or  ev en  h is  im p u ls iv e n e ss . ^  Y et, su ch  a ch a r a c ter , bold , 

so m e tim e s  to the point of r e c k le s s n e s s ,  f ie r c e ly  proud of h is  r ig h ts , 

and d evoted  to h is  su p p o rter s  i s  not unique in  the N orth . In h is to r y ,  

we s e e  th e se  tr a it s  in  H otspur or  a lm o st  any o f the D o u g la se s; in  

l it e r a tu r e , we find th em  in B a rb o u r 's  J a m e s  D ou glas and in  the  

A llite r a t iv e  M orte A rth u re . T h ere  i s  no e v id en ce  that the author of 

Sir D egrevant w a s u sin g  any of th e se  f ig u r e s  in  h is  p o r tra y a l o f  h is  

h e r o , but it is  c le a r  that the v ir tu e s  for w hich  H otspur and D ouglas  

w e re  m o st c e le b r a te d  a re  a ls o  the ch ie f v ir tu e s  o f D egrevan t.

T he m o s t  prom in en t e lem en t of S ir  D egrevant i s  i t s  r e a lis m .  

Inhabiting n e ith er  the s e m i-m y th ic a l w orld  of so m e  o f the A rth u rian  

r o m a n c e s , nor the broad er  w orld  of the a ll ite r a t iv e  and s ta n z ic  v e r ­

s io n s  of the death of A rthur, it  i s  "the fu lle s t  and m o st  s u c c e s s fu l
Q Q

attem pt to  p la ce  ro m a n ce  in  a d ra m a tica lly  r e a liz e d  s o c ia l  se tt in g . "

We can, p erh a p s , now understan d  the au th o r 's  ch o ice  o f ap p aren tly  

un con gen ia l n o n -N orth ern  m a te r ia l for  h is  w ork . The m o r e  s tr ic t ly  

A rthu rian  ro m a n ces  n ev er  lo s e  th e ir  aura of leg en d , h o w ev er  m u ch  

th e se  ro m a n ces  d ea l w ith  the i s s u e s  of N orth ern  so c ie ty ; b e c a u se  of 

th e ir  leg en d a ry  q u a lity , th ey  cannot r e f le c t  the ord in ary  d a ily  life  of 

th e N orth . But the p o e t's  ch o ice  o f  a p u re ly  con ven tion a l su b ject  

a llow ed  h im  to  fr e e ly  in co rp o ra te  w ith in  it the m a te r ia l of h is  ev ery d a y
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r e a lity . The r e s u lt s  w ere  dam aging to  h is  s tru c tu re , but in fu sed  h is  

con ven tion a l f ig u r e s  w ith  a unique v ig o r .

S ir  D egrevan t is  th us the m o st  con ven tion al o f the N orth ern  

ro m a n ces  and s u p e r f ic ia lly  the m o st n o n -N orth ern  w ork y e t d is c u s se d .  

H ow ever , th is  v e r y  con ven tion a lity  a llo w s  the author to  c re a te  our  

c le a r e s t  p ic tu re  o f the b a ro n ia l so c ie ty  that produced  th e s e  r o m a n c e s . 

W hile he n ev er  c o m e s  to  g r ip s  w ith  the i s s u e s  in v o lv ed  in  the g rea t  

N orth ern  w o rk s, lo y a lty , co u r te sy  and b a ro n ia l in d ep en d en ce, he d oes  

d ep ict b e tter  than any o th er  poet th e au d ien ce  of the N orth ern  w o rk s. 

F u rth erm o re , the d ifferen ce  betw een  the r e a l i s t ic  S ir  D egrevan t and 

the o th er co m p o site  ro m a n ces  sh ow s how th e N orth ern  tra d itio n s  

could  tra n sfo rm  con ven tion a l m a te r ia l.

S ir  P e r c y v e l le  of G a les  i s  one o f the k ey  r o m a n c e s  for  the  

u n derstan d ing  o f the d evelopm en t o f the N orth ern  sch o o l. B ec a u se  it 

w a s, at one t im e , p art of the A u ch in leck  MS, w e can date it w ith m o re

0 4
p r e c is io n  than a lm o st  any oth er N orth ern  w ork. And s in c e  it  w as  

w ritten  in  the e a r ly  part o f the fo u rteen th  cen tury , it  i s  the e a r l ie s t  

N orth ern  A rth u rian  w ork and thus a ffo rd s  us a g lim p se  of the beg in n in gs  

of the N orth ern  ro m an ce  tra d itio n . P erh a p s  the m o st  ob v iou s r e s u lt  of 

i t s  age  i s  the fact th at, along w ith  Y w ain and G aw ain, a som ew h at la te r  

but s t i l l  e a r ly  w ork , it is  one of the few  k n ig h t-erra n t ro m a n ces  not to  

u se  G aw ain a s  a c en tra l c h a ra cter .

Of a l l  M iddle E n g lish  ro m a n c e s  it h as b een  p erh a p s the m o st  

stu d ied  fo r  i t s  s o u r c e s  and the le a s t  stu d ied  for it s  l i t e r a r y  a c h ie v em en ts .
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Such lit e r a r y  e s t im a te s  that h ave  b een  m ad e of the w ork v a ry  con ­

s id e r a b ly . R .W . A ck erm a n , for  ex a m p le , a d m its  that the w ork n eed s  

m o r e  c r it ic a l  a tten tion , but he h im s e lf  fin d s the m e te r  rough and the  

d ic tio n  and tone u n refin ed . ^  D orothy E v er e tt  th inks o f the w ork  a s  

na crude ro m a n ce , " c o n s is t in g  m o s t ly  o f m a r v e ls  p re se n ted  fo r  th e ir  

own sa k e .

T h ose  c r i t ic s  w ho h ave  a p p rec ia ted  the ta le  have show n co n ­

s id e r a b le  s e n s it iv ity  to  c er ta in  a s p e c ts  o f the w ork, but none of th em  

h ave  ex am in ed  the p oem  a s  a w h ole . R. S. L o o m is  p o in ts  out that 

P e r c y v e l le  i s  the b e s t  of the A rthurian  p ie c e s  in  th e A u ch in leck  MS

0 7
and that it a lon e  i s  not the product of a hack . 0  He fu rth er  p r a is e s  

the p lot a s  b e in g  su p e r io r  to that o f C h re tien ’s w ork and i s  e s p e c ia l ly  

a p p rec ia tiv e  o f the hum or of the p ie c e . K ane fin d s v ir tu e  in the w o rk 's  

hum an sym path y and i t s  tr ea tm en t o f the con fron tation  b etw een  inno-

O  Q

c en ce  and con vention . M ehl p r a is e s  the d ra m a tic  sh ifts  in  point of

OQ
v iew  and co m p a res  P e r c e v a l 's  r e c k le s s n e s s  to  that of D egrevan t.

A ll of th e se  c r i t ic s  have a po in t, but none of th em  s e e m s  to d is c e r n  

a ll  the r a m ific a tio n s  of the v en g ea n ce  th em e in  the ro m an ce  or it s  

r e la t io n sh ip  to  N orth ern  th e m e s .

In sp ite  of the age of the w ork it r e v e a ls  the e x is te n c e  o f a 

N orth ern  p o e tic  tra d itio n  at an e a r ly  d ate , m o s t  d is t in c t iv e ly  in  i t s  

m e te r . A s poin ted  out ab ove , the poem  c le a r ly  b e lo n g s  to  the sa m e  

group a s  the A vow ynge the A w n tyrs and S ir  D eg rev a n t. What is  

p a r tic u la r ly  r ev e a lin g  i s  that n e a r ly  100 y e a r s  se p a r a te s  the A vow ynge
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fro m  S ir  P e r c y v e l le , a  te s tim o n y  to  the ten a c ity  o f the p o e tic  co n ­

v en tio n s  of the N orth  a s  w e ll a s  to  the c o n ser v a tiv e  outlook  of N orth ern  

p o e ts .

In o th er  r e s p e c ts ,  h o w ev er , S ir  P e r c y v e lle  i s  l e s s  lo c a l in  i t s  

background than the la te r  N orth ern  w o rk s. The s to r y  ta k e s  p la c e , not 

around C a r lis le  and th e  T arn  W adling, nor in the m o o r s  o f R auf, nor  

the N orth ern  f o r e s t s  o f D eg rev a n t, but ra th er , in  the con ven tion a l 

w orld  of ro m a n ce . T he on ly  p la ce  e v e r  nam ed  is  "M aydenlande, " a 

p la c e  a s so c ia te d  w ith  so m e  of the e a r l ie s t  and m o st leg en d a ry  a s p e c ts  

of the ta le . ^  P e r h a p s  the p o e t's  in a b ility  to  depart fro m  convention  

h e r e  i s  due to  the co m p a ra tiv e ly  e a r ly  date o f the w ork , fo r  a s im ila r ,  

and unique fo r  the N orth , lack  of lo c a l c o lo r  i s  apparent in  the oth er  

e a r ly  N orth ern  w ork , Y w ain  and G aw ain. It i s  not u n til the f lo u r ish in g  

of N orth ern  ro m a n ce  la te r  in  the cen tu ry  that lo c a l r e fe r e n c e s  b eco m e  

com m on.

In it s  s e n s , S ir  P e r c y v e lle  i s  in  m any w ays the fo reru n n er  of 

N orth ern  ro m a n ce  and fo resh a d o w s the sa m e  d is tin c t io n s  that e x is t  

b etw een  la te r  w o rk s and th e ir  con tin en ta l o r ig in a ls . F o r  the m o st  

outstan ding fea tu re  of the ta le  i s  that it i s  a P e r c e v a l ro m a n ce  w ithout 

any r e fe r e n c e  to  the G ra il q u est. A h ero  who is  a s so c ia te d  w ith the 

H oly G ra il in  a l l  o th er v e r s io n s  h e r e  sh ow s no s ig n s  of any sp ir itu a l  

le a n in g s . T h is  point h a s  b een  the fo cu s  fo r  m o st of the sc h o la r ly  

w ork on the p o em , and w h ile  it i s  beyond the sco p e  of th is  study to  

d is c u s s  a ll  the c u r re n ts  o f th e se  in v e s t ig a tio n s , th e ir  g e n e ra l
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c o n c lu s io n s  point out m an y  o f the N orth ern  e le m e n ts  of the w ork.

The o r ig in a l v iew  that P e r c y v e lle  w a s indebted  to C h retien  

i s  no lo n g er  a ccep ted , fo r  the ro m a n ce  p r e s e r v e s  m any of the fe a tu re s  

of the o r ig in a l s to r y , the h e r o 's  f le e tn e s s  o f foo t and h is  ob liga tion  to  

aven ge the death of h is  fa th er , that do not a p p ear , or  at le a s t  a r e

/  An
m uddled , in  C h retien .  ̂ G r iffith 's  contention  that the poem  sprang

A O
from  a fra m e ta le  in vo lv in g  the Red K n igh t-W itch  U ncle th em e un­

fortu n ate ly  depends on s to r ie s  w hich  co n s id era b ly  p o s t-d a te  the  

P e r c e v a l m a te r ia l and a r e  in m any w ays in flu en ced  by it . ^  B row n  

tr a c e s  the w ork back to  e a r ly  Ir ish  v e r s io n s  o f the Boyhood d eed s of 

C uchulainn and F inn  and s e e s  the cup that th e  Red K night s to le  a s  

". . . a cru d er  form  of the g r a il.  H ela ine  N ew stea d  fin d s th e o r ig in  

of the M aydenlande ep iso d e  u lt im a te ly  the S ickb ed  o f Cuchulainn and 

p o in ts out that the w ork  co rresp o n d s  to  "the C e lt ic  tra d itio n s  in  

im p ortan t fe a tu r e s  w hich  have no cou n terp art in  th e B la n ch eflo r  

ep iso d e . C urrent op in ion  i s  su m m ed  up by M cHugh who b e l ie v e s  

that e s s e n t ia l ly  "S ir  P e r c y v e l le  is  on ly  the s to r y  of young F inn  in  

A rth u rian  a tt ir e .

The am ount o f r e s e a r c h  done p o in ts  out that S ir  P e r c y v e lle  

i s  a tr e a su r e  of fo lk  m a te r ia l. A gain , a s  in  the G aw ain ro m a n ces  

stu d ied  in  the p rev io u s  ch ap ter , the num ber o f p r im itiv e  fe a tu r e s  

p r e se r v e d , and the a b sen ce  of any im m ed ia te  contin en ta l so u r ce  have  

led  so m e  sc h o la r s  to  the b e lie f  that P e r c y v e l le  i s  an independent 

co m p o sitio n  that r e ta in s  o r ig in a l in su la r  m a te r ia l and m a k es  u se  o f
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48d ir e c t t r a n s m is s io n  of th e m e s  of N orth  W a les  to  N o rth w est E ngland.

But the h o ld e r s  o f such  a v iew  have a d ifficu lt c a se  in  fa ce  of the o v e r ­

w helm in g  e v id e n c e  fo r  B re to n  d eve lop m en t and tr a n s m is s io n . It is  

m o re  lik e ly  that the com m on so u r c e  o f P e r c y v e l le  and C h r e tie n 's  w ork  

i s  the F ren ch  A rth u rian  o r a l tra d itio n .

We a r e  s t i l l  le ft  w ith  the q u estio n  o f w hy S ir  P e r c y v e l le , 

lik e  G awain and the C arl of C a r lis le  or  T he T urk and G aw ain, r e ta in s  

so  m u ch  p r im itiv e  m a te r ia l  in  sp ite  of i t s  la te  date. T he a n sw er , a s  

w ith the G awain m a te r ia l, l i e s  in  the cu ltu re  o f the N orth , a d ec id ed ly  

c o n se r v a tiv e  one, r e c e p tiv e  to  a r ch a ic  s t o r ie s ,  w h o se  ta s t e s  w ere  

c lo s e r  to  th o se  of the a u d ien ce  of the lo s t  B re to n  r o m a n c e s  com p o sed  

during the f ir s t  feu d a l a g e . A c lo se d  s o c ie ty , is o la te d  in  la r g e  part 

from  the r e s t  of E ngland both cu ltu ra lly  and lin g u istica lly ^ ®  w ould, 

p erh a p s, a s  in  the c a se  of Ice lan d , p r e s e r v e  o ld er  m a te r ia l  b e tter  

than the m o r e  co sm o p o lita n  p a r ts  o f B r ita in .

In i t s  u se  of o ld er  m a te r ia l , S ir  P e r c y v e lle  a n tic ip a te s  m uch  

of the an tiq u a r ia n ism  of la te r  N orth ern  ro m a n ce , a s  it  a n tic ip a te s  it s  

d eterm in ed  avo id an ce  of sp ir itu a l e le m e n ts . But e v e n  m o r e  p r e m o n i­

to ry  i s  the p o e m 's  th em e and s tr u c tu r e . The o v erw h elm in g  s e n s  of 

the w ork i s  not the e x p o s it io n  o f the m a r v e llo u s , nor the ed u cation  of 

the inn ocen t, but ra th er  the fu lfillm en t of v e n g e a n c e , a feu d a l con cep t. 

T h is  sam e th em e len d s  a s tr u c tu r a l un ity  to the w ork  that fo resh a d o w s  

th e outstan ding c h a r a c te r is t ic  o f N orth ern  ro m a n ce .

Cl
T h o se  c r i t ic s  who p e r c e iv e  the th em e of v en g ea n ce  at w ork
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ex a m in e  it  p r in c ip a lly  in  te r m s  o f P e r c e v a l 's  avenging  h is  fa th e r 's  

death . C erta in ly  th is  i s  the m a jo r  th em e o f the w ork . The s to r y  b e ­

g in s  w ith  the m a r r ia g e  of P e r c e v a l's  p a ren ts  and the death of h is  

fa th er  at th e hands of the R ed K night. P e r c e v a l ,  we le a r n  la te r , i s  the  

only  m an  who can aven ge h is  fa th e r 's  death:

H is  c r a fte s  a re  so  ry fe  
$fer i s  no m an  apon ly fe  
W ith sw erd e  sp e r e  ne w ith  knyfe 
M ay s tr o y  him  a lla n ,
B ot if  it  w ere  S ir  P e r c y v e l le  so n  
Who so  w is te  w h ere  he w are  done,
T he b ok es s a y s , ]?at he m on  
'V enge h is  fa d er  bane.

( v s s .  56 .1-568)52

H o w ev er , the m o tif of v en g ea n ce  i s  by no m e a n s  confined to the  

s tr u g g le  b etw een  P e r c e v a l and the R ed Knight; ra th er  the poet p o s ­

s e s s e s  n e a r ly  a s  fin e a s e n se  of the in tr ic a c ie s  o f the blood feud a s  the 

B eo w u lf p o et, or  the author o f the N ja lsa g a . F o r  the feud that e n su e s

a fte r  the fa th e r 's  death in v o lv e s  a l l  the m e m b e r s  of both fa m il ie s .

The R ed K night d o es  not confin e h is  en m ity  to P e r c e v a l ,  but in c lu d e s  

th e A rth u r ia n  h ou seh o ld  a s  w e ll .  A rthur t e l l s  h is  nephew:

"Sen a ^>effe had hym  slan e  
A bow te a l i t t le  s tr y ffe  
Sythen haf I e v e r  bene h is  fo  
F o r  to  w ay hym  w ith wo 
But I m igh t hym  n ev er  s lo . "

(v s s .  555 -559)

N or i s  he the on ly  o th er  m em b er  of the fa m ily  to  be so  d isc o m fited .

P e r c e v a l i s  to ld  la te r  by  another u n cle  that:

" F iften e  3 e r e  e s  it gane  
Syn he m y  b rod re  had s la n e ,
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Now hadd £>e £>eefe undirtane  
T o s la  u s  a ll  then . "

(v s s .  921-924)

B ut, un like h is  h a r a ssm e n t of A rthur, th er e  is  m eth od  to  the R ed

K n igh t's  a c tio n s:

"He w as ferd e  l e s s  m y so n n es  so ld  hym  s lo
W hen Jaay w ere  e ld a re  and m o
And ]?at £>ey so ld e  take hym  for  jpair foo . "

(v s s .  9 2 5 -9 2 7 )

And th us the feud p a s s e s  from  g en era tio n  to  g en era tio n  w ith  a sa g a ­

lik e  in e v ita b ility . In the a b sen ce  of any sy s te m  of w e r g ild , a feud  can  

end on ly  w hen one fa m ily  i s  ex term in a ted , a fea t a c co m p lish e d  when  

P e r c e v a l  c a s t s  th e  R ed K night's w itch  m o th er  in to  th e f ir e .  T he death  

of the m o th er  i s  p a r tic u la r ly  im portant b e c a u se  sh e  h a s the a b ility  to  

r e s u r r e c t  h e r  so n  and thus keep the feud a liv e .

Set a g in s t th is  m a jo r  p a ttern  of the feud b e tw een  the fa m il ie s ,  

the au th or, w ith  h is  fin e  se n se  of s tr u c tu r e , in tro d u ces  a seco n d a ry  

th em e o f v en g ea n ce . In the M aydenlande s e c t io n  of the poem  P e r c e v a l  

s la y s  a "sow dane, " and la te r , in h is  battle  w ith th e g ian t, he fa c e s  an  

aven gin g  k in sm an  who r e c o g n iz e s  him :

"Art t>ou hym  ]?at, " sayde he ]?an,
<̂ )at s le w  G o llero th ira m e,
I had no b ro th ir  bot hym ane 
W hen he w as of e ld e . "

(v s s . 2041 -44 )

T he point e m p h a sized  by the poet i s  that the giant i s  the only su rv iv in g  

m em b er  of h is  fa m ily , and thus, w ith h is  death , the seco n d  feud c o m e s  

to  an end. H aving com p leted  h is  ta sk  o f co u n ter in g , a s  w e ll a s
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a ch iev in g , v en g en a ce , P e r c e v a l  l iv e s  in  p e a c e , u n til lik e  D egrevan t, he 

d ie s  on cru sa d e . ^3

T he cen tra l is s u e  of ven g ea n ce  a ch iev ed  or p rev en ted  i s  in  

m an y w ays a p r e -c h iv a lr ic  one and l i e s  at the h ea r t of h e r o ic  G erm an ic  

l ite r a tu r e . But in  fact v en g ea n ce  and the b lood  feud a re  a ls o  at the 

h ea rt o f the C hansons de G e s te , p a r tic u la r ly  the B a ro n s' c y c le , w hich  

r e f le c t s  the r e a l i t ie s  o f the day. In N orth ern  h is to r y  w e need  look  no 

fu rth er  a fie ld  than the c a r e e r  o f R obert the B ru ce  w h ose  e n e r g ie s  w ere  

d ir e c ted  a s  m u ch  a g a in st h is  fa m ily  e n e m ie s , the C om yn s, a s  a g a in st  

the E n g lish , and w h o se  on ly  h e in ou s a c ts  cam e in  h is  p u rsu an ce  of
C A

th e ir  ex tin ctio n . The b lood  feud in  S ir  P e r c y v e lle  i s  not a r e ­

m em b ra n ce  of A n g lo -S a x o n  t im e s ,  but a r e f le c t io n  of the m o tiv a tio n s  

of the feu d a l s o c ie ty  of th e N orth . ^

T he th em e of v e n g ea n ce , then , u n if ie s  th e  w ork , but it i s  by  

no m e a n s  the on ly  un ify ing d e v ic e  in  the ro m a n ce . A  rec u r r en t m o tif  

i s  that of the un in ten tion al a ct that b r in g s  about c r it ic a l ly  u se fu l r e ­

s u lts . P e r c e v a l's  m o th er  ta k es  h im  into the w oods b e c a u se  o f h er  

apparent h o rro r  of c h iv a lry , but we le a r n  la te r  that i f  sh e  had not done 

so , he m igh t have b een  k illed  by the R ed K night (v s s .  4 7 8 -4 8 0 ).

P e r c e v a l tr a d e s  r in g s  w ith  th e s lee p in g  d a m se l b e c a u se  of h is  m o th e r 's  

d octr in e  o f m e su r e  (v s s .  3 9 5 -4 0 6 ), but at the end of the ro m an ce  w e  

le a r n  that the r in g  he ta k es  h a s  p ro tec ted  h im  throughout h is  a d ven tu res  

(v s s .  1 8 6 0 -6 4 ).

A fter  P e r c e v a l h a s  k ille d  the Red K night he a ttem p ts to  burn
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the a rm o r  off, b e c a u se  he d oes not know how to  rem o v e  it .  But burn­

ing the c o rp se  i s  in  fact n e c e s s a r y  b eca u se  o th erw ise  the Red K n igh t's  

m o th er  could r e v iv e  h im , a s  P e r c e v a l h im se lf  r e a l iz e s :

<$an w is t P e r c y v a ll  by J)at 
It s e r v e d e  hym  of som w hatt 
$ e  w y ld e -fy r e  ]pat he gatt 
W hen he knyght w as s la y n e .

(v s s .  8 5 3 -8 5 6 )

L a ter , h is  d e s ir e  to w in  back h is  m o th e r 's  r in g  le a d s  to  h is  d isc o v e r y  

of h er  w h ereab ou ts and the end of the feud with the S ow d ane's fa m ily .

Y et, th is  m o tif  of th e u n in tentional b e n e fic ia l act i s  an e x p r e s s io n  of 

th e seco n d a ry  th em e of the w ork: the tr ium ph of untutored ta len t o v er

r p
m o r e  e s ta b lish e d  con ven tion s.

The on ly  p art of the s to r y  that d o es  not d evelop  n atu ra lly  out 

of what cam e b e fo re  i s  P e r c e v a l's  s e r ie s  of ad v en tu res  in  M ayden- 

lan d e, w h ich  b eg in  through the con ven tion al rom an ce  d ev ice  o f the 

m e s s e n g e r  seek in g  a id . O th erw ise , th e r in g , the R ed K night and h is  

m o th er , th e se a r c h  fo r  P e r c e v a l's  m o th er  and the b attle  w ith  the giant 

a re  a ll  c lo s e ly , if  ad m itted ly  m e c h a n ic a lly  lin k ed . T hus, what at 

f ir s t  g la n ce  a p p ea rs  to  be a m e r e  s u c c e s s io n  of m a r v e ls ,  i s  in  fa c t, a 

tig h tly  knit and u n ified  w ork p r e sa g in g  the q u est for  unity of the la te r  

N o rth ern  r o m a n c e s  a s  w e ll a s  fo r e c a s tin g  in  i t s  m a in  th e m e s  th e ir  

r e f le c t io n  of feu d al con d ition s.

T he p o s it io n  of G aw ain in  the ro m a n ce  a ls o  p r e fig u r e s  h is  

la te r  r o le . In th is  e a r l ie s t  exam p le  o f N orth ern  rom an ce  w e s e e  that 

the p oet h a s  tak en  g rea t p a in s  to  a s su r e  G awain h is  p rop er  r e sp e c t  and
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m o u s, a s  in  C h retien  and W olfram , but "Gawayne ]?at w as m ek e and 

m y ld e /A n d  so fte  of an suare"  (v s s .  2 9 1 -2 9 2 ). G aw ain 1 s  c h a r a c te r is t ic  

v ir tu e  of dea lin g  co u r teo u sly  w ith s tr a n g e r s  i s  a ls o  ty p ic a lly  co n ­

tr a s te d  w ith  K a y 's  d isc o u r te sy . G aw ain 's c o u r te sy  a p p ea rs aga in  

w hen he sp ea k s so ft ly  to  the youth at A rth u r 's  cou rt, w h ile  h is  cu stom  

a r y  c lo s e n e s s  to  the k ing i s  a ls o  em p h a sized ; we le a r n  that "he w as  

fce k yn ges tren ch ep ayn e"  (v s . 514).

The c lim a c tic  duel b etw een  G awain and P e r c e v a l s e r v e s  the 

sa m e p u rp ose a s  s im ila r  d u els  in  C h retien : the p r o w e ss  o f the h ero  

i s  e s ta b lish e d  by h is  a b ility  to  equal G aw ain. The duel a lso  p o in ts  up 

G aw ain 's tra d itio n a l m e s u r e ; he r e c o g n iz e s  h is  c o u s in 's  a rm o r , but 

is  aw are  that a d ifferen t m an  m igh t be w earin g  it , and thus e n g a g e s  in  

a r e s tr a in e d  b a ttle  u n til P e r c e v a l r e v e a ls  h is  id en tity  by h is  fo o lish  

sp e ec h .

T he G aw ain o f S ir  P e r c y v e l le ,  then , in h is  rep u tation  for  

v a lo r , h is  c o u r te sy  to w ard s s tr a n g e r s  and in fe r io r s , h is  m e s u r e , 

and h is  c lo s e n e s s  to  the K ing g iv e s  ev id en ce  for  the r e sp e c t  a cco rd ed  

the ch a ra cter  from  the beginn ing o f N orth ern  A rth u rian  ro m a n ce .

That he a p p ea rs  in e s s e n t ia l ly  the sa m e  m an n er  in  G o la g ro s  and 

G aw ain, w r itten  a lm o st  150 y e a r s  la te r  i s  a fu rth er  d em o n stra tio n  of 

the c o n se r v a tism  of N orth ern  r o m a n c e s . M o reo v er , s in c e  G awain  

d oes r e p r e se n t tra d itio n a l c h iv a lry , and he i s  a cco rd ed  su ch  honor, 

the poem  can s c a r c e ly  be co n s id ered  a c r it ic is m  of c h iv a lr ic
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S ir  P e r c y v e l le  of G a les  d e m o n str a te s  the q u a lit ie s  that one 

m igh t ex p ect to  find at the beginn ing o f a p o e tic  tra d itio n . A s an e a r ly  

w ork , i t s  w ea k est q u a lity  i s  i t s  s ty le ; the p oet la c k s  the a b ility  to

CO
handle s ta n z a -lin k in g  in  the sm ooth  m an n er  of h is  s u c c e s s o r s .  JO 

F u rth e rm o re , w h ile  the p oet h a s  c o n s id e ra b le  s to r y - te l l in g  ta len t, he 

i s  u n so p h istica ted ; the s e r io u s n e s s  and sco p e  of G aw ain and th e G reen  

K night, the A llite r a t iv e  M orte A r th u re , or ev en  G o la g ro s  is  quite b e ­

yond h im . The id e a ls  o f ch iv a lry , ex cep t in  the f le e t in g  p r e se n ta tio n  

of G aw ain, a r e  o f l it t le  con cern ; P e r c e v a l n ev er  e x e r c is e s  m e r c y  or  

c o n s id era tio n  for o th e r s , nor i s  he e v e r  to rn  by th e often  co n flic tin g  

dem an ds of trou th e. T h ese  co n cep ts  a re  a b sen t fro m  the w ork.

P e r c e v a l 's  ch a r a c ter , w h ile  h u m o ro u sly  p r e se n ted , n ev er  d ev e lo p s  

beyond the ra th er  sto ck  fig u re  of the youthful fo o l. To c la im , a s  one 

c r it ic  h a s , a com p an ion sh ip  b etw een  the w e ll-s k e tc h e d , d yn am ic, 

D egrevan t and th e s te reo ty p ed  P e r c e v a l i s  to  m is s  the d is tin c tio n  b e ­

tw een  r e a lism  and convention .

S ir  P e r c y v e l le , th en , i s  a crude ro m a n ce , but it b e a r s  a hint 

of the g lo r ie s  to co m e. Som e o f the s c e n e s ,  lik e  the d is c o v e r y  sce n e  

b etw een  P e r c e v a l  and h is  m o th er , a re  m ovin g; the g r im  iro n y  i s  o c ­

c a s io n a lly  h e r o ic , and the p o e t 's  a ttem p t at s tru c tu re  t e s t i f i e s  to  the 

continuing co n cern s  of N orth ern  ro m a n ce  w r ite r s .  In h is  fo cu s  on the  

blood feud, th e poet resp o n d s to  the s itu a tio n  o f h is  s o c ie ty , p erh ap s  

not v e r y  w e ll to  i t s  id e a ls ,  but at le a s t  to  i t s  r e a li ty . T he m o st
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com m en ted  upon e lem en t of the w ork , the th in n e ss  o f the la y e r  of 

co u rtly  con ven tion  o v e r  the m y th o lo g ica l su b sta n ce , 59 g iv e s  te s tim o n y  

to  the r e m o te n e s s , con tin u ity , and c o n se r v a tism  of the N orth  of 

E ngland.

The next th ree  ro m a n ces  to be d is c u s se d  a ll  sh a re  the com m on  

fea tu re  that th ey  a re  tr a n s la tio n s  of extant con tin en ta l o r ig in a ls , or of 

c lo s e ly  r e la ted  v e r s io n s  o f th em . g y  exam in in g  how the p o e ts  t r a n s ­

fo rm ed  th e se  w ork s we can a p p rec ia te  m o re  c le a r ly  the e ffe c t  o f the  

N orth ern  outlook on n o n -N o rth ern  m a te r ia l. S in ce  th e se  w o rk s appear  

near the b eg in n in g , at the flo w er in g , and a fter  the end o f the N orth ern  

sch o o l, we can ga in  so m e in s ig h t into its  d evelop m en t.

Y w ain  and G aw ain su ffe r s  fro m  u n certa in ty  about it s  date; the

MS d e r iv e s  from  th e end of the fifteen th  cen tu ry , but a lm o st a ll  in d i-

61ca tio n s  point to  it s  co m p o sitio n  b etw een  1330 and 1350. The w ork, 

th en , i s  p o s s ib ly  th e seco n d  o ld est N orth ern  ro m a n ce  and thus sh ed s  

add ition a l ligh t on the e a r ly  grow th of the tra d itio n . F o r , w h ile  Y w ain  

and G wain r e f le c t s  m an y e a r ly  q u a lit ie s , in  the ev id en t in flu en ce  on it of 

th e id e a ls  o f the reg io n  it r e p r e s e n ts  an advan cem en t o v er  S ir  P e r c y v e l le .

L ite r a r y  e s t im a te s  o f the p oem  have b een  u n iform ly  h igh .

R .S . L o o m is judged that "Y w ain  and G aw ain i s  a b e tter  s to r y  b e tte r  

to ld  than m o s t  of the s t o r ie s  in  G o w er's  C o n fe ss io  A m a n tis  and than
/> 9

s e v e r a l  of the C anterbury ta le s .  " F o r  P e a r s a l l ,  the poem  b e a r s  a ll

R  Q
the m a r k s  o f c a re fu lly  co n tr iv ed  p r o fe s s io n a l adaptation , w h ile  

W eston  found "no l it t le  sk il l  and co n s id era b le  sp ir it . A lthough m o st
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c r i t ic s  ra te  th e Y w ain  poet d is tin c tly  below  the F ren ch  m a s te r , th ey

ad m it that th ere  i s  nothing crude about the w ork . In fa c t , a r ec e n t

fi fic r it ic  c la im s  su p e r io r  unity for  the E n g lish  p o e t's  v e r s io n .

The w ork h a s  a num ber of d is t in c tiv e  fe a tu r e s  that a r e  the 

r e s u lt  of i t s  e a r ly  d ate . It i s  one of the few  k n ig h t-erra n t r o m a n c e s  

not to  u se  G aw ain a s  a cen tra l ch a r a c ter . Y w ain  and G aw ain i s  a ls o  

unique in  that it i s  the only M iddle E n g lish  ro m a n ce  that i s  a tr a n s ­

la tio n  of a ta le  of C h retien  de T r o y e s , and, next to  L a n ce lo t of the 

L a ik , it  fo llo w s  it s  con tin en ta l so u r ce  m o re  c lo s e ly  than any oth er  

N orth ern  w ork . H ow ever , un like th e la t t e r 's  author the poet fr e e ly  

adapts h is  m a te r ia l and m a k es  it into so m eth in g  o f h is  own.

The a u th o r 's  s ty le , in  ad d ition  to h is  so u r c e , i s  d is t in c t ly  

n o n -N o rth ern . T he m e te r  i s  that of the old o c to sy lla b ic  c o u p le ts , the  

stand ard  fo rm  of e a r ly  r o m a n c e s , and i s  in  no w ay r e la te d  to  e ith e r  

th e s ta n z a -lin k e d  ta i l -r h y m e s  of the D e g r e v a n t-P e r c y v e lle  group , o r  to  

the a l l ite r a t iv e  sc h o o l. H ow ever , the poet i s  co n v ersa n t w ith  the te c h ­

nique of the la t te r , fo r  he h e a v ily  em p lo y s  a llite r a t io n , e s p e c ia l ly  in

fi 7b a ttle  d e scr ip t io n s:

($ey drow  sw e r d e s  and sw ang about 
T o d e le  d yn tes had £ a i no dout,
(jfaire sh e ld e s  w ar sh iferd  and h e lm s  r ife n  
F u l s ta lw o rth  s tr a k e s  w er  ]?are g ifen .

(v s s .  3 5 3 7 -3 5 4 0 )68

F u rth e rm o re , the p o e t's  m e tr ic a l  r e g u la r ity  and h is  sk illfu l u se  of

enjam bem en t d em o n stra te  ty p ica l N orthern  a r t is t ic  r e fin em en t.

B e s id e s  h is  m e tr ic a l  d is t in c t iv e n e s s , the poet p r e se n ts  few er
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ern  geograp h y is  h is  su b stitu tion  o f C ard iff fo r  "C arduel" (C a r lis le )  

that C h retien  had p la ced  in  W a les. It i s  ind eed  cu r io u s that the 

p oet p r e fe r r e d  to drop the r e fe r e n c e  to C a r lis le , w hich  f ig u r e s  so  

stro n g ly  in m an y N orth ern  r o m a n c e s , to keep  the lo c a tio n  in  W ales;  

he i s  ap p aren tly  ignorant of lo c a l tra d itio n . N or d o es  he m o d ify  m uch  

e ls e  of h is  o r ig in a l to  b rin g  in  a lo c a l background. The su g g e stio n  

that he w as acquain ted  w ith  the M abinogion s e e m s  doubtful, although  

he m a y  have known of a v e r s io n  contain ing so m e  o f th e  W elsh  m a te r i­

a l. 7 0

H ow ever lim ite d  h is  debt to  the N orth ern  e s th e t ic , the poet 

cer ta in ly  resp o n d s to  the id e a ls  and co n c er n s  of N o rth ern  so c ie ty .  

W here the author of S ir  P e r c y v e l le  u s e s  so m e  lo c a l m a te r ia l and th e  

concep t of the blood feud, the author of Y w ain  and G aw ain s e e m s  in ­

stea d  to  com e to g r ip s  w ith  the dem ands o f lo y a lty  and the e x ig e n c ie s  

of the feu d al s itu a tion .

M uch of the c r it ic a l  w ork on the poem  h a s  con cen tra ted  on  

i t s  d ep a rtu res  from  C h retien , of w hich  the m o st apparent i s  i t s  

cond ensation : the 6800 l in e s  o f C h re tien 's  w ork a re  red u ced  to  so m e  

4000 in  the E n g lish  v e r s io n . In the p r o c e s s ,  the co u rtly  ro m an ce  of 

C h retien  h a s b eco m e  a rap id ly  p aced  s to r y  of lo v e  and ad ven ture. 7 * 

T h is  con d en sation  h a s  b een  so  e x h a u stiv e ly  stud ied  by the m o st  r ec e n t  

e d ito r s  that it i s  enough fo r  u s to point out that the c h ie f  e x c is io n s  a re  

the fin e  p o in ts of C ourtly  L ove, the s e lf -d e b a te s  and the e la b o ra te
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r h e to r ic a l d ig r e s s io n s . A lthough it h a s  b een  sa id  that the poet " e x c is e s

n72the fin e  p o in ts o f c h iv a lr ic  b eh a v io r , what is  r em o v ed , r a th er , is

the a r t i f ic ia l  id e a ls  of co u rtly  l i f e .  T he Y w ain  p o et, lik e  a ll  of h is

N orth ern  c o lle a g u e s , i s  fa r  m o re  in te r e s te d  in  the e x p r e s s io n  of c h iv a l-

7 2r ic  b eh a v io r  in  a c tio n . The poet d oes not m e r e ly  rem o v e  the u n con­

g e n ia l a sp e c ts  of h is  o r ig in a l; in s te a d , he tr a n s fo r m s  the w ork to  su it  

h is  own p u rp o se s .

A  c le a r  ex a m p le  of th is  tra n sfo rm a tio n  i s  the e p iso d e  w h ere  

Lundine d e c id e s  to  m a r r y  h e r  h u sb and 's s la y e r . In C h retien , she  

d e c id e s  on ly  a fter  an  e la b o ra te  s e lf -d e b a te  w hich  i s  e x c is e d  in  the 

E n g lish  v e r s io n  a lon g  w ith  m o st of the lon g , O vidian d e scr ip t io n  of 

Y w a in 's  fa llin g  in  lo v e . But the poet d oes not su p p r e ss  the p a ssa g e  

s im p ly  b eca u se  he i s  u n in terested  in  C ourtly  L ove; r a th e r , h e  a lte r s  

it  to  d ea l w ith  the r e a l i s t ic  a sp e c ts  of a com m on  feu d al s itu ation ; a 

land that m u st find  a new  p ro tec to r  b e c a u se  i t s  lo rd  h a s b een  s la in  in  

b a ttle . A s the Stew ard t e l l s  A lundyne:

"W em en m a y  m ain ten e  no stow re  
0 a i m o s t  n ed es  h ave  a g o v ern o w re .
0 a r fo r  m i lad y  m o s t  nede 
B e w ede h a s t ily  for  dred e. "

(v s s . 1221-1224)

A r e c e n t c r it ic  p o in ts  out that the union i s  n e ith er  an exam p le  of

C ourtly  L o v e , nor of n atu ra l: " . .  . a s  the E n g lish  p o e t's  e la b o ra te

trea tm en t o f the r a tif ic a tio n  by h er  b aron s sh o w s, th is  i s  ind eed  a

m a r ia g e  de con ven an ce d icta ted  by feu d a l o b lig a tio n s .

T h is  m a r r ia g e  of co n v en ien ce  a s s u m e s  a feu d al ob lig a tio n



and thus Y w a in 's  b reak in g  of the bond and h is  abandonm ent of h is  lady

is  not a s in  a g a in st the la w s of L ove, but a b reak in g  o f the cen tra l

7 Rfeud al v ir tu e  o f tr o u th e . The sp eech  of the m a id en  at A rth u r 's

court c le a r ly  p o in ts Y w a in 's  tr e a ch er y :

"He e s  a te y r ed  for  tr a y te r e  
A  fa ls  and lifcer lo sen jo u r e ,
He h a s b ytrayed  m y  lady. "

(v s s . 1601-03)

And a lso :  " T ill yw ain  s a is  sho ]?uss, ']?ou e s /T r a y tu r  untrew  and 

tr o w th le s s '"  (v s s .  1 6 2 5 -2 6 ). B y th is  rea so n in g , Y w ain 's  ad v en tu res

in  the seco n d  part o f the ro m an ce  a re  not so  m u ch  to d e str o y  h is  p r id e ,

7fi 77a s  in  the o r ig in a l, ' but ra th er  to  r e - e s ta b l is h  h is  s e n se  o f lo y a lty .

T h is  is  not the p o e t's  on ly  a w a r e n e ss  of the feu d al r e a li t ie s ;  

one of h is  few  ad d ition s to the o r ig in a l i s  h is  com m ent on the d iv is io n  

of land that A rthur m a k es  b etw een  the tw o s i s t e r s .  We a r e  told  that 

h is  so lu tio n  b e c o m e s  the b a s is  fo r  the law s of p a rtib le  and im p a rtib le  

la n d s. But in  fa c t the land is  not r e a lly  d iv ided , fo r  the you n ger s i s t e r  

only  h o ld s  h er  p ro p erty  from  the o ld er  who co n tin u es to  be the r e p r e ­

sen ta tiv e  o f the land and r e sp o n s ib le  for  k n ig h t-s e r v ic e . The author  

th us p r e fe r s  the e a r l ie r  m eth od  fo r  the d iv is io n  o f land am ong c o ­

h e ir e s s e s .  The la te r , p a r tib le , m eth od  w as u sed  at a tim e  when  

w a rd sh ip s and m a r r ia g e s  w ere  m o re  im p ortant to  the lo rd  than ta x e s

7 0
and m ilita r y  duty. A s  w e have s e e n  e a r l ie r ,  th e e x ig e n c ie s  o f  

b ord er  d efen ce  m ade v ia b le  again  the con cep t o f m il ita r y  duty a s  the

70
b a s is  for  land ten u re .
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Like the author of S ir  P e r c y v e l le , the Y w ain  p oet m a k es  su re  

to  a cco rd  sp e c ia l honor to  G aw ain. T he change in  the nam e o f the r o ­

m an ce  by the poet t e s t i f ie s  to  th is; perh ap s . .h e  sought to h elp  the  

p op u larity  of h is  w ork by attach in g  to it the nam e of S ir G aw ain, an 

e s p e c ia l  fa v o u rite  of the n orth ern  E n g lish  r o m a n c e s . H is  m a jo r  

a lte r a tio n  of the ch a ra c ter  i s  to  e lim in a te  the r e fe r e n c e  to  the d a l­

lia n ce  b etw een  G awain and L un ete, fo r  he w a s  aw are that th is  im age  

of G awain a s  a lo v e r  w as fo re ig n  to  h is  au d ien ce . In o th er  r e s p e c ts ,  

h o w ev er , he le a v e s  G aw ain a s  he had found h im , fo r  he w ould have  

b een  hard  p r e s s e d  to  im p ro v e  upon C h r e tie n 's  p o r tra y a l o f G aw ain as

O 1
a b la m e le s s  h ero . G aw ain 's function  fo r  both i s  to  p rov id e  a 

stand ard  a g a in st w hich  the p ro ta g o n ist can be m e a su r e d . In both  

v e r s io n s  the c lim a c tic  poin t, and the s ig n  of Y w ain 's  r eg e n e r a tio n , i s
o 2

h is  a b ility  to  fight G aw ain to a draw . P erh a p s the author w a s so  

r e c e p tiv e  to  C h retien  b e c a u se  the F ren ch  w r ite r  p r e se n ted  G aw ain in  

m u ch  the sa m e m an ner a s  the p o e t's  c o lle a g u e s  did.

A lthough the c h a r a c ter iz a tio n  o f the E n g lish  poet i s  ex p ec ted ly  

in fe r io r  to  that of th e F ren ch  m a s te r , the poet d o es  p r e se n t a u n ified  

p ic tu re  of h is  h ero . In the tr a n s la tio n  from  F ren ch  to  E n g lish , Y w ain  

m o v e s  from  a cou rtly  serv a n t who i s  capable of co u rtly  d ia lo g u e , 

e la b o ra te  c o n c e its , and te a r s  to  a figh ting  m an  w ith  the v ir tu e s  of

O Q
N orth ern  ch iv a lry . ° The c o u r te sy  that he d e m o n str a te s  in  the secon d  

part i s  in  the form  that the N orth  m o st  ap p rec ia ted : c o n s id e ra tio n  for  

o th ers  and aid  to  th o se  in d ifficu lty . H is g rea t fa u lt, lik e  G aw ain 's in
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G aw ain and the G reen  K night, i s  h is  b reak in g  of tro u th e . In both c a s e s  

the trouth e i s  b rok en  w ith a c h a r a c ter  w ho e s s e n t ia l ly  h o ld s  the po­

s it io n  o f a feudal lo rd .

The poet thus ta k e s  a ro m a n ce  of cou rtly  lo v e  and co n v e r ts  it 

in to  a ta le  r ev o lv in g  around th e c en tra l feu d al th em e of lo y a lty . The 

r e c e n t e d ito r s  have poin ted  out that ", . .  the poem  i s  c le a r ly  th e w ork  

of a m in s tr e l ca ter in g  fo r  th e  so b e r , r e a l i s t i c  aud ien ce of a p r o ­

v in c ia l b a ro n 's  h a ll . It i s  tru e  that th is  au d ien ce  w a s  u n sy m p a ­

th e t ic  to  cou rtly  lo v e  or to  h ig h -flo w n  c h iv a lr ic  sen tim en t, but th e ir  

in t e r e s t s  w e re  a r is t o c r a t ic ,  not "popular, " a s  a r e c e n t c r it ic  h a s  

te r m ed  th em . ^  T h ey  saw  in  the s to r y  the id e a ls  of th e ir  own l if e  and 

s o c ie ty .

T o  judge Y w ain  in  co m p a r iso n  to  C h retien  i s  not fa ir ;  the w ork  

i s  not n e c e s s a r i ly  a cru d er  v e r s io n  of Y v a in , for  the m o tiv a tio n s  have  

b een  sh ifted . The p r o c e s s  o f tr a n sfo rm a tio n  at w ork  i s  s im ila r  to  the 

p r o c e s s  in  G o la g ro s and G aw ain. T h o se  c r i t ic s  who m e r e ly  s e e  the 

la tte r  a s  e x c is in g  the c o u r tly  lo v e  s e c t io n  of the F ir s t  C ontinuation, 

e n tir e ly  m is s  the point and a r e  a ttem p tin g  to  judge N orth ern  M iddle 

E n g lish  ro m an ce  w ith  the ta s t e s  o f F ren ch  co u rtly  ro m a n ce . In 

G o la g ro s  and G aw ain, the p oet su b s titu te s  the th em e of b a ro n ia l in d e­

p en d en ce and the dem ands of c o u r te sy  fo r  the lo v e  and adventure of the  

F ir s t  C ontinuation , ju st a s  the Y w ain  poet su b stitu te s  trouthe for  

m a r r ia g e  a s  the c en tr a l su b jec t o f the w ork . B oth th e G o la g ro s poet 

and the Y w ain  p oet a re  a lte r in g  th e ir  o r ig in a ls  to  f it  the id e a ls  and
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c o n c er n s  o f th e ir  a u d ien ce . The la te r  p oem , h o w ev er , ex h ib its  a 

m o r e  N orth ern  q u a lity  in i t s  u se  o f a llite r a t io n  and the double plot; 

p erh ap s th is  e s th e t ic  had not m atu red  w hen Y w ain  and G aw ain w a s  

co m p o sed .

Y w ain  and G aw ain r e p r e s e n ts  a fu rth er  s ta g e  in  the d ev e lo p ­

m en t of N orth ern  ro m a n ce . The poet i s  not m e r e ly  in te r e s te d  in  a 

fa c t o f feu d a l l i f e ,  the v en d etta , but in  the c en tra l v ir tu e  o f the feud al

s y s te m , tro u th e . We can a ls o  d is c e r n  a grow in g  so p h is tic a tio n . The

87p o e t's  so u r c e  i s  one of the b e s t  o f C h r e tie n 's  r o m a n c e s , y e t the  

stren g th  of the n ative tr a d it io n s  en ab le  h im  to  produce a tr a n s fo r ­

m a tio n  not ju st a tr a n s la t io n  of h is  o r ig in a l.

In m any w a y s the ro m a n ce  r e p r e s e n ts  a m id d le  point in  the 

ev o lu tio n  of N orth ern  ro m an ce; it  r e f le c t s  the cen tra l v a lu e s  o f the 

N orth , but d o es  not sh a re  m uch in  the N orth ern  e s th e t ic  and r e l i e s  

h e a v ily  upon C ontinental m a te r ia l. H ow ever , w hen we s e e  how ev en  

an e a r ly  N orth ern  poet could  tra n sfo rm  a con tin en ta l o r ig in a l, w e can  

f e e l  so m e  con fid en ce in  the c r e a tiv ity  of la te r  N orth ern  r o m a n c e r s .

L a n celo t of the L aik i s  the m o s t  r e c e n t of the N orth ern  

M iddle E n g lish  ro m a n ces; one m igh t b e tter  te r m  it a S co ttish  w ork .

Its  n ear  c o n te m p o ra r ie s  a r e  G o la g ro s and G aw ain and The W a lla c e , 

but, w h ere  G o la g ro s em b o d ies  the v a lu e s  of N o rth ern  s o c ie ty , L a n c e lo t, 

lik e  The W a lla ce , r e p r e s e n ts  the p a ss in g  o f that cu ltu re .

U nlike o th er  N orthern  r o m a n c e s , L a n celo t w as w r itten  by a 

court p oet who w a s w e ll acquain ted  w ith  the p ro b lem s of the S co ttish
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cou rt. It is  a ls o  the on ly  ro m a n ce , ex cep t for  Le M orte A rthu r, to

OQ
tr e a t  L a n celo t at any len g th . In sp ite  of i t s  d is t in c t iv e n e s s , or  

ra th er  b e c a u se  of i t ,  it  h a s  r e c e iv e d  l e s s  c r it ic a l p r a ise  than any  

oth er  co m p le te  N orth ern  ro m a n ce . N o student of M iddle E n g lish  l i t ­

era tu re  h a s  had anything good to  sa y  about the p o e t's  s ty le , and only  

one c r it ic  h a s  found m uch p o s it iv e  value in  the w ork . E ven  th o se  who  

have la b o red  to  ed it the te x t have found l i t t le  to  p r a is e .

T he com m on fe a tu r e s  of N orth ern  rom an ce  a re  a lto g e th er  

m is s in g  h e r e . T he lo c a le  i s  le ft  a s  the V ulgate p r e se n ts  i t .  In h is  

p ro lo g u e , w hich  i s  o r ig in a l, the poet d e s c r ib e s  a gard en  in  h is  d ream  

v is io n , but it i s  the ty p ica l lo c u s  am oen u s and i s  probably m o d eled  on 

s im ila r  d e sc r ip t io n s  in  B lin d  H a r ry 's  W a lla ce . The m e te r  o f the 

w ork, d e c a sy lla b ic  co u p le ts , h a s  no con n ectio n  w ith  any o f the p o e tic  

m o d es  of the N orth . T he poet in fa c t m igh t have b een  c o n sc io u s ly  

avoid in g  th e se  co n v en tio n s, fo r , un like e v en  the n o n -N o rth ern  p o e ts , 

he e sc h e w s  h eavy  a llite r a t io n  in  h is  b a ttle  d e sc r ip t io n s . ^  T h ere  i s  

no e v id en ce  that he w as aw are  of the N orthern  G aw ain tr a d it io n s , and  

le a v e s  th e  ch a ra c ter  a s  he found h im  in the V ulgate. It i s  true that 

he in ter p o la te s  a p h ra se  about G aw ain that "of G alow a the knycht goeth  

to  the erd e"  (v s . 2692), but th is  con n ection , ra th er  than b e in g  a 

product of lo c a l leg en d , i s  one of the e a r l ie s t  reco rd ed  sta te m e n ts  

about h im .

O ur judgm ent o f the w o rk 's  un ity  i s  of n e c e s s i ty  r e s e r v e d ,  

s in c e  the w ork is  u n fin ish ed , but for  the m o st  p art it  m e r e ly  fo llo w s
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the d is c u r s iv e  q u a lit ie s  of the P r o s e  L a n celo t w ithout e s ta b lish in g  

any ord er  o f i t s  own. In fa c t, the poet add s d ig r e s s io n s  a s  w e ll a s  a 

len gth y  and ir r e le v a n t p ro lo g u e . A  r ec e n t c r it ic  c la im s  that the w ork  

i s  u n ified  by the th em e of lo v e  and a r m s , ^  but th e  sa m e  th em e ap­

p e a r s  in  the s o u r c e , w hich  th e S co ttish  p oet h a s  le f t  unchanged. The  

w ork la c k s  the th em a tic  un ity  of The B r u c e , or  the double p lot of the  

G aw ain p o e m s, o r  the eco n o m y  and fo cu s  of Y w ain  and G aw ain or  

P e r c y v e lle .

A lthough L a n celo t o w es  nothing to  the p o e tic  tr a d it io n s  of the 

r eg io n , som e c r i t ic s  s e e  a th em a tic  k in sh ip  w ith  oth er N orth ern  w o rk s. 

T h ey c la im  a co n n ectio n  b etw een  G a leh o t's  dem and for  h om age and

s im ila r  dem ands by A rthur on G o la g ro s or on G aleron  or on the p eop le

of T u sca n y . T h ey  b e lie v e  that th is  dem and is  r e la te d  to  S co ttish  fe a r s  

of E n g lish  dem ands for  h om age. ^  But such  a p o s it io n  i s  b a sed  on a 

s im p lis t ic  v iew  of N o rth ern  h is to r y  and lite r a tu r e  that m a k es  no d is ­

tin ctio n  b etw een  the S co ttish  court and th e B o rd er  b a ro n s , or  b etw een  

cou rt lite r a tu r e  and b a ro n ia l l ite r a tu r e .

It i s  tru e  that the author expands A r th u r 's  d efia n ce  o f G alehot:

"F or I a s  y it  in  t im y s  that a re  gone
H eld  n ev er  lond ex cep t of God a lo n e .
N ore n ev er  th inkith  t i l  e r th ly  lo rd  to  y e t
T rybut nor ren t a ls  lon g  a s  I m a y  le f .  "

(v s s .  5 6 0 -5 6 3 )

But th is  d efian ce  i s  not that of G o la g ro s' sp e ec h  nor of B a rb o u r 's  

en com iu m  on freed o m ; the p o lit ic a l co n cep ts  a r e  e n t ir e ly  d ifferen t. 

G o la g ro s i s  a b aron , not a m on a rch , and B arbour i s  r e fe r r in g  to



232

feu d a l l ib e r ty , not to  the r ig h ts  of a k ing. A rth u r 's  c la im  i s  not that 

he h a s feu d a l r ig h ts , but that he h o ld s h is  land d ir e c t ly  fro m  God, a 

concept in  a cco rd  w ith  the d ec id ed ly  o ld -fa sh io n ed  p o lit ic a l p h ilosop h y  

of the author.

T h is  rom an ce d o es  im p ly  a fea r  of E n g lish  d e s ig n s , a com m on

96S co ttish  fe a r , but the p oet i s  w arning the king about fo r e ig n  th rea ts;  

in the o th er  ro m a n c e s  the p o e ts  a re  co n cern ed  w ith  th r e a ts  fro m  the 

m on arch y . T he fea r  of hom age in  th is  ro m a n ce  i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  n a tio n a l­

i s t i c ,  and th u s quite the r e v e r s e  of co n cern  fo r  the m ain ten an ce  of 

feu d a l ind ep en dence in  the fa ce  of a stron g  m on arch y . A lthough hom age  

i s  a com m on th em e, in  one it i s  an  in tern a tio n a l p rob lem  b etw een  

stron g  and w eak n a tio n s, w h ile  in  the o th er  it i s  a d o m e stic  p rob lem  

b etw een  a k ing and h is  b a ro n s .

L a n c e lot i s  m o r e  s p e c if ic a l ly  p o lit ic a l than any o th er  N orth ­

e rn  ro m a n ce , and it  h a s  b een  p roved  that the p o e t's  m a jo r  p u rp ose  i s

97to  c r it ic iz e  the court o f J a m es III. A  s im ila r  c r it ic is m  of the king  

i s  a part of m any N orth ern  r o m a n c e s , e s p e c ia l ly  G o la g ro s , T he  

A w n ty rs , and the A llite r a t iv e  M orte. But the fa u lts  a ttrib u ted  to  

A rthur in  th e s e  r o m a n c e s  a re  b a sed  on h is  in te r fe r e n c e  w ith feudal 

r ig h ts :  rem o v a l of la n d s , d is in h e r ita n c e , c o v e to u s n e ss , and im p e r ia l  

a im s . In L a n celo t, A rthur i s  a c cu se d  o f a g r e a t  m any c r im e s  by  

A m yn tas: he h a s a llo w ed  w idow s and ch ild ren  to  su ffer  o p p re ss io n , 

he h a s fa ile d  to  l is te n  to  the co m p la in ts  of the p eop le , and h a s su r ­

rounded h im se lf  w ith f la t te r e r s  and a s tr o lo g e r s . The fo r m e r  co m p la in ts
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a r e  th o se  of b a ro n s; the la tte r  a re  co m p la in ts  o f m en  o f the court 

w h o se  outlook i s  nation al.

F u r th e rm o re , the A rthur of N orth ern  p o etry  i s  freq u en tly  

h e r o ic  and i s  u su a lly  capab le o f r e fo r m . In co n tra st, the A rthur of 

L a n ce lo t i s  " d estitu te  o f noble q u a lit ie s , a con d ition  m o re  in  a g r e e -

Q Q
m en t w ith  the S co ttish  ch ro n ic le  op in ion s of A rth ur. T hus the  

n a t io n a lis t ic  S co ttish  r e je c t io n  of A rthur tr iu m p h s o ver  the ty p ica l  

N orth ern  r e s p e c t ,  or  at le a s t  a m b iv a len ce , to w ard s h im .

A fin a l p roo f of the court o r ig in  of the poem  i s  i t s  con ven tion al 

attitud e tow ard s co u rtly  lo v e . L a n ce lo t i s  the on ly  N orth ern  rom an ce  

that d o es  not in  so m e  w ay attem p t to  tra n sfo rm  th e con ven tion al 

contin en ta l co n cep ts  o f lo v e  in to  som eth in g  m o re  h arm on iou s w ith  

N orth ern  s o c ie ty . What i s  p a r tic u la r ly  n o n -N orth ern  i s  i t s  w o rsh ip  of 

w om en; ev en  in  the S tan za ic  M orte A rthur L a n ce lo t i s  not the s e lf -  

effa c in g  lo v e r  of the V u lga te , and, a s  w e have s e e n , M eliad or i s  no 

d istan t lad y  to  be s ile n t ly  w orsh ip p ed  from  a fa r . But in  L a n celo t  

G u en ev ere 's  im p e r io u sn e s s  i s  unchanged; L a n celo t i s  h er  devoted  

serv a n t w ho w ill  only figh t at h er  b id d in g . The poet h im s e lf  i s  a d e ­

sp a ir in g  lo v e r  w ho h a s  been  o rd ered  by the God of L ove to  ". . .  tak  one 

hand an m a k / of lo v e  o re  a r m y s  or of sum  oth ir thing" (v s s . 1 4 6 -1 4 7 ).

P erh a p s  the r o m a n c e 's  g r e a te s t  va lu e i s  that it  p o in ts  

to w a rd s the death of the N o rth ern  sch o o l, ju st a s  S ir  P e r c y v e lle  p o in ts  

to w ard s i t s  b ir th . S ig n ifica n tly  the d a tes  of th e se  tw o w o rk s fa ll  w ith ­

in  th ir ty  y e a r s  o f the beginn ing and the end of the feu d al r e n a issa n c e  of
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the N orth . The tra d itio n  did not die b e fo r e  L a n ce lo t, b e c a u se  i t s  near  

co n tem p orary , G o la g r o s , i s  fu lly  w ith in  the N orth ern  m a in s tr e a m .

But then  the pow er of the S co ttish  B o rd er  b aron s w as la id  to  r e s t  on ly  

at F lod d en .

The poem  d e m o n str a te s  that by  1475 the S co ttish  court w a s a s  

cut off fro m  feu d al tr a d it io n s  a s  the E n g lish  cou rt w a s  in  C h a u cer 's  

day. The l it e r a r y  tr a d it io n s  of the S co ttish  court of th is  tim e  ow ed  

l it t le  to the N orth ern  sch o o l and m uch to  the cu ltiv a ted  p o etry  of the  

South. Y et a hundred y e a r s  e a r l ie r ,  w h ile  C haucer parod ied  a l ­

rea d y  e ffe te  c h iv a lr ic  r o m a n c e s , B arb ou r, a S co ttish  cou rt p oet, 

w rote  one of the g rea t p o em s of the N orth ern  sch o o l.

L a n ce lo t i s  m o re  p u re ly  an A rth u rian  ro m a n ce  than Sir  

D egrevan t s in c e  it i s  about the m o s t  fam ou s c h a r a c ter  of the A rth u rian  

c y c le  and i s  b a sed  on one of the k ey  w o rk s o f th e g e n r e . Y et, it  o w es  

m u ch l e s s  to  th e N orth ern  A rth u rian  tra d itio n  than d o es  S ir D eg rev a n t, 

or ev en  R auf, w hich  se e m in g ly  h a s no co n n ection  w ith  A rth u rian  r o ­

m a n ce . The poet w a s e ith e r  unaw are of the r ic h  tra d itio n  or  he d e ­

lib e r a te ly  ch o se  to  avo id  it .  M ore probably he found it u n con gen ia l 

and i l l - s u it e d  to  h is  v a lu e s  a s  a p oet of th e cou rt.

The c lo s e s t  N orth ern  ro m a n ce  in  date and p roven an ce  to  

L a n celo t i s  T he W a lla ce , w hich  in flu en ced  it . Y et th e  d is tin c t io n s  b e ­

tw een  T he W allace  and T he B r u c e , d is c u s se d  in  C hapter T h r ee , 

p a r a lle l the d is t in c t io n s  b etw een  L a n ce lo t and N orth ern  A rth u rian  r o ­

m an ce: a su b stitu tio n  of n ation a l in t e r e s t s  fo r  c h iv a lr ic , a breakdow n



235

in  unity and r e a l i s m , and the u se  o f such  n o n -N o rth ern  tech n iq u es a s  

au rea te  d ic tio n . 10* Both w o rk s a re  a product of a new  lite r a tu r e  that 

d raw s i t s  in sp ira tio n  fro m  s o u r c e s  o th er than the c h iv a lr ic  id e a ls  of 

N o rth ern  fe u d a lism .

L e M orte A rthur i s  one of th e tr e a s u r e s  of the N o rth ern

sch o o l of ro m a n ce , although it h a s  not r e c e iv e d  m u ch  c r it ic a l  a tten tion .

W ritten  on the b o rd er  b etw een  the N orth  and N o rth w est M idlands a -

102round the beg inn ing  of the fifteen th  cen tu ry , it  i s  a product of the  

fu ll f lo w er in g  of the r o m a n c e s  of the r eg io n . Y et it stan d s in  a unique 

p o s itio n  to  the th e m e s  and con ven tion s o f the w o rk s o f the N orth , and 

in  m any w ays it d e v ia te s  m o r e  from  the m a in stre a m  of N orth ern  r o ­

m a n ce  than any o th er  w ork  co m p osed  in  the p er io d  1 3 7 5 -1 4 2 5 .

M uch o f the s c h o la r ly  w ork on the poem  h as fo cu sed  on its  

r e la t io n sh ip  to  the V ulgate  and to  M alory . T he c o n s id era b le  w ork  at 

the turn  of the cen tu ry  by S om m er and B ru ce  w a s m a r r e d  by th e ir  in ­

s is t e n c e  that e v e r y  v a r ia tio n  b etw een  v e r s io n s  p o s ite d  an ad d ition al 

lo s t  so u r c e . 103 T o r e v ie w  the a cr im o n io u s  debate o v er  s o u r c e s  is  

now hap pily  u n n e c e s sa r y  s in c e  m o re  r e c e n t op in ions in d ica te  that the  

ro m an ce  i s  not m e r e ly  a d ir e c t tr a n s la tio n  of a lo s t  v a r ia n t o f the  

V ulgate v e r s io n , 104 but ra th e r  an o r ig in a l trea tm en t o f the vu lgate  

L a M ort le  R oi A r tu s , w ith  ad d ition al m a te r ia l added by the p oet. *0® 

M o reo v er , it  i s  now g e n e r a lly  b e lie v e d  that M alory  b orrow ed  d ir e c t ly  

from  Le M orte A rthur fo r  h is  trea tm en t of the death of A rthur and  

probab ly  a ls o  for  "The B ook of S ir L au n celo t and Q ueen Q u en ivere . "106
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U nfortu nately  the S tan za ic  M orte h a s  n e v e r  b een  the c en te r  of 

an exten d ed  c r it ic a l  study b e c a u se  it  h a s  a lw a y s  b een  outshone by  i t s  

a d m itted ly  m o re  b r illia n t  a ll ite r a t iv e  co u sin , the A llite r a t iv e  M orte  

A rth u re . Som e c r i t ic s  p a tro n ize  it . D onald son , for  ex a m p le , b e ­

l ie v e s  that the poet w as in cap ab le  of r ec o g n iz in g  the ch an ges he m ad e

in  the n a r r a tiv e ,w h ile  K ane i s  content to  find only  hu m b ler v ir tu e s  in  

i 0 7the w r ite r . u A g a in st th e se  o p in io n s, h o w ev er , e s p e c ia lly  in  r e c e n t  

y e a r s ,  i s  a grow in g  a w a r e n e ss  th at the ro m a n ce  can e a s i ly  stand on  

i t s  own. P e a r s a l l  b e l ie v e s  that "it em b o d ies  a ll  that i s  b e s t  in  ly r ic  

ro m a n ce , " w h ile  the co m m en ta tor  in the r e v is io n  of W ells  fin d s it  "an 

im p r e s s iv e  l it e r a r y  a ch iev em en t. "108 e a r jy c r it ic  a ls o  r e sp e c te d  

the w o rk 's  " rea l p ow er , " w h ile  its  b e s t  known ed ito r  a d m ired  it s  

b a lla d -lik e  q u a lity . What i s  u su a lly  s in g led  out for  p r a is e  i s  the  

p o e t's  s to r y - te l l in g  a b ility  and in  p a r ticu la r  h is  "attem pt to  p rod u ce a 

m o r e  continuous n a r r a tiv e , " or h is  "ab ility  to  p rodu ce a w e ll u n ified  

and b a lan ced  ta le . "HO

The S tan za ic  M orte b e a r s  a co m p lex  r e la t io n sh ip  to  the  

N o rth ern  e s th e t ic  tra d itio n . The m e te r  of the p oet i s  p a r tly  indebted  

to  co n v en tio n s. T he abababab sta n za  i s  ap p arently  the p o e t's  own in ­

ven tion , but h is  h ea v y  u se  of a llite r a t io n  ow es m uch to  the N orth ern  

ta il-r h y m e  tra d itio n , H I  Y et the o r ig in a lity  o f h is  form  d o es d etract  

fro m  the w o rk 's  s ty le  s in c e  the poet i s  fo r c ed  to  r e ly  on e x c e s s iv e ly  

c lich ed  tag  en d in gs to  fit  h is  dem anding rhym e sc h e m e . H 2  -p^g p 0 e t ' s 

ind ep en d en ce i s  a ls o  e v in c ed  in  h is  avo id an ce of lo c a l is m s .  A few
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oth er N orthern  w o rk s, lik e  Y w ain  and G awain, or  S ir  P e r c y v e l le  a ls o  

la ck  a s e n se  of lo c a l background, but the S tan zaic  M orte i s  the only  

w ork w r itten  at the flo w er in g  o f the sch o o l to  p r e se n t only the con ven ­

tio n a l topography of m e d ie v a l ro m a n ce .

Not on ly  d oes L e M orte A rthur d ev ia te  fro m  N orth ern  p o e tic  

convention , but it  a ls o  tr e a ts  A rth u rian  tra d itio n  in  a d is t in c t ly  non- 

N orth ern  m a n n er . U sin g  the V u lgate  tra d itio n  a s  it d o e s , the poem  

in tro d u ces  m any e le m e n ts  that d iffer  fro m  the N orth ern  v iew  of A rthur  

and h is  cou rt. T h u s , the fin a l ca u se  fo r  the c o lla p se  o f the kingdom  is  

not the K in g 's  d e s ir e  fo r  fam e and con q u est, a s  in  the A llite r a t iv e  

M o rte , o r  a s  in  the p ro logu e  to  T he A w n ty rs , but the a d u ltery  of 

L a n celo t and G u en ev ere . M o rd red 's  opportunity for  tr e a c h e r y  co m e s  

about not through A r th u r 's  a m b itio n  to  be e m p e r o r , but through  

G aw ain 's in se n sa te  d e s ir e  for  r e v e n g e . T h is  i s  th e on ly  w ork o f the 

N orth ern  sch o o l w h ere  G aw ain i s  not A rth u r 's  c h ie f  knight and w h ere  

he p la y s  a b lam ew orth y  p art. P erh a p s m o st  d is t in c t iv e ly , the 

S tan zaic  M orte i s  th e on ly  tru e  N orthern  A rth u rian  w ork  to  tr e a t  of 

lo v e  in  any d eta il and to  m ak e it  cen tra l to  i t s  s to r y . N e v e r th e le s s ,  

in  sp ite  o f th e se  d e v ia tio n s , and in  sp ite  of the fa c t  that th e p o e t 's  out­

stand ing s in g le  q u a lity  i s  h is  o r ig in a lity , h is  co n cep tion  of the  

A rth u rian  tra g ed y  i s  profoundly  shaped by the th e m e s  o f N orth ern  

ro m a n ce .

We have noted above that th e ch ie f p r a is e  of L e M orte i s  fo r  

i t s  p lot and that the ch ie f v ir tu e  of the author i s  h is  a b ility  to  co n stru ct
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a s to r y . T h ere  i s  l i t t le  point in going in to  a l l  of h is  ch an ges o f the 

V ulgate v e r s io n , but a l l  of th em  have the sa m e  e ffe c t of un ifying and 

con d en sin g  the p lo t. Y et s im ila r  v ir tu e s  of unity have b een  s e e n  in  

e v e r y  m atu re  N orth ern  r o m a n ce , and it i s  in  fact a h a llm ark  of the  

sch o o l. In p a r tic u la r , e s p e c ia l ly  am ong the G awain r o m a n c e s , we  

have d isc e r n e d  a r e c u r r en t m ethod  of a ch iev in g  unity that, fo r  want 

of a b e tter  te r m , w e c a lle d  a double p lo t. T h ere  i s  ev id en ce  fo r  a 

s im ila r  p a ttern  at w ork  in  the S tan za ic  M orte A rth u r .

Out of th e e n tir e  M ort A rtu , the poet s e le c t s  two o f the e p i­

s o d e s , om ittin g  A r th u r 's  v is i t  to  M organ , the cam p aign  a g a in st the 

R om a n s, m o s t  of the tou rn am en ts o f the M aid of E sc a lo t s e c t io n , and  

the b a tt le s  w ith  M o rd red 's  so n s  a fter  the death of A rth u r. H ow ever, 

i f  the author w e r e  in te r e s te d  in  con ven tion a l un ity , he m igh t have b een  

s a t is f ie d  w ith  the M orte s e c t io n  a lo n e , but he p r e fa c e s  it w ith  the s to r y  

of the M aid of A sto la t and th e  P o iso n ed  A p p le . T he poet ch o se  th is  

e p iso d e  b eca u se  he in tended  to  u se  it ,  not a s  another chapter in  the 

lo v e  s to r y  o f L a n celo t and G u en ev ere , but to p re fig u re  and illu m in a te  

the fin a l A rth u rian  tra g ed y .

The r e la t io n sh ip s  e s ta b lish e d  in  the f ir s t  part a re  c a r r ie d  out 

in  the seco n d  and a r e  n eed ed  for  an und erstan d in g  of the fa ll  o f the 

r e a lm . T h u s, the M aid of A sto la t s e c t io n  d e m o n str a te s  how the lo v e  

of L a n ce lo t and G u en evere  c o n flic ts  w ith  the n e e d s  of the Round T a b le . 

T h is  i s  s e e n  m o st  s tr ik in g ly  when the Q ueen d e sp e ra te ly  s e a r c h e s  for  

a cham pion , only to be to ld  rep ea ted ly  by L a n c e lo t's  king th at, s in ce
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she h a s d r iven  aw ay fro m  th e court the flo w er  o f c o u r te sy , th ey  w ill

not defend h e r . T hus E ctor:

"M adam e how m a y  thou to  u s  tak e,
Or how sh o ld e I fo r  th e  fyght ?
T ake the now L au n celo t du Lake  
That eu yr  h as bene thyn owne knyght.
My d ere  b ro th er  for  thy sake  
I sh a ll hym  n e v e r  s e  wyth s ig h t.
C u rsyd e be he that the b a ta lle  take  
T o sa v e  thy ly ffe  agayne th e R yghte. "

(v s s .  1346-1403)

The th em e of the th rea t of th e ir  lo v e  to  th e A rth u rian  court i s  thus  

sounded, a th rea t that i s  to  be r e a liz e d  in  th e seco n d  part.

B oth se c t io n s  w ork on the th em e of lo y a lty  and b e tr a y a l, but 

in  co m p lem en ta ry  w a y s . In the f ir s t  part no a c ts  of tr e a c h e r y  a re  

com m itted , but fa ls e  a c c u sa t io n s  a r e  m ad e to  the u n h app iness of a ll .

The Q ueen a c c u s e s  L a n ce lo t of b e tr a y a l, b a se d  on th e app aren tly  

r e lia b le  ev id en ce  of Gawain; the r e s u lt  i s  that sh e  i s  le ft  d e fe n s e le s s .

She h e r s e lf  i s  a c cu se d  of tr e a c h e r y  on se e m in g ly  p r im a  fa c ie  e v id e n c e , 

and the r e s u lt  i s  v e r y  n e a r ly  h er  own death and the n e e d le s s  s a c r if ic e  

of S ir M ador, a b rave  and co u rteo u s knight.

But the b e tr a y a ls  of the f ir s t  p art a re  app arent ra th er  than  

r e a l, and the en su in g  tr a g e d ie s  a r e  in  fa c t a v e r ted . In the seco n d  part  

the a c ts  of b e tr a y a l, the a d u ltery  of the lo v e r s ,  and M ord red 's  

tr e a c h e r y , a lthough s e c r e t ,  do ev en tu a lly  co m e to  ligh t and ca u se  

d is a s te r . T he danger that the ad u ltery  p o sed  in  the f ir s t  p art i s  now  

a r e a lity , and the tr e a c h e r o u s  m u rd er  of the S co ttish  knight i s  e c lip s e d  

by the d estru c tio n  of the r e a lm .
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A long w ith the th em e of b e tra y a l i s  the th em e of v en g ea n ce .

S ir  M ad or's b ro th er  i s  k il le d , and h is  d e s ir e  for ven g ea n ce  n e a r ly

1 1 C

w r ea k s  h avoc . H ow ever , th ere  i s  no la s t in g  h arm  b e c a u se  S ir  

M ador a c c e p ts  the r e su lt  of the tr ia l  by com bat and i s  w illin g  to  fo r ­

g iv e  th e death of h is  b r o th er . But h is  m e su re  r e s u lt s  in  the tr iu m p h  

of ju s t ic e , for  the tru e  m u rd er e r  i s  d isc o v e r e d  and ex ecu ted  by the  

S ta te , not by a p r iv a te  act of v en g ea n ce .

One h as on ly  to  co n tra st the s in g le  com bat of L a n ce lo t and 

M ador w ith  th o se  of L a n celo t and G awain to  s e e  the d ifferen ce  in  tone  

b etw een  the tw o s e c t io n s . In the la t te r , G aw ain r e fu s e s  to  a ccep t the  

v e r d ic t  of tr ia l  by com b at, and r e fu s e s  to  le t  the State s e t t le  the  

m a tte r . In h is  p u rsu it of L a n celo t he i s  the im p la ca b le  o b sta c le  to  

p e a c e . Iro n ica lly , M ador, by g iv in g  up h is  ven g ea n ce  q u est  

a c h ie v e s  it ,  w h ile  G aw ain 's e ffo r ts  a re  u lt im a te ly  fu tile  and s e l f ­

d e s tr u c tiv e  a s  he h im s e lf  c o m e s  to  r e a l iz e .  T hus v en g ea n ce , w hich  

i s  co n tro lled  in  the P o iso n e d  A pple e p iso d e , b e c o m e s  at the end the 

w ild ly  d e s tru c tiv e  fo r c e  that c a u se s  the c o lla p se  of the A rth u rian  w o r ld .

The tw o se c t io n s  a re  thus th em a tic a lly  linked; the m e a su r e d  

e v e n ts  o f the f ir s t  part p re fig u re  and p rep a re  for  the tr a g ic  hap p en in gs  

of the seco n d . Y et th e M aid of A sto la t s e c tio n  s e r v e s  an oth er  fu n c­

tio n . The aud ien ce of the p oet, although p erh ap s acquain ted  w ith  the  

V u lgate v e r s io n , c le a r ly  did not find  it the m o s t  f a m i l i a r . T h e  f ir s t  

p art th us s e r v e s  a s  an in troduction  and a p rep a ra tio n  for  an  au d ien ce  

m o r e  a ccu sto m ed  to  a d ifferen t v iew  of A rthur and G aw ain.
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Of c r it ic a l  im p o rta n ce  in  d eterm in in g  the r e la t io n sh ip  b etw een  

the S tan za ic  M orte and the N orth ern  sch o o l i s  i t s  trea tm en t of G aw ain.

In the p reced in g  ch ap ter  w e have s e e n  how G aw ain, a s  a r e p r e se n ta tiv e  

of the old c h iv a lr ic  v ir tu e s , a ssu m ed  a p o s it io n  of p r e -e m in e n c e  in  the 

l ite r a tu r e  of the N orth , but h e r e  in  the S tan za ic  M orte he i s  c le a r ly  

seco n d  to  L a n ce lo t and b e a r s  a h eavy  r e sp o n s ib ility  fo r  the d estru c tio n  

of the r e a lm . It m u st be d e term in ed , th en , i f  the poet i s  a ffec te d  at 

a ll  by the N orth ern  G aw ain tra d itio n .

C erta in ly  G aw ain i s  not a b so lv ed  o f h is  g u ilt , y e t  he o ccu p ie s  

h is  tra d itio n a l p la c e , fo r  b e tter  or w o r se , a s  the k in g 's  ch ie f supp ort, 

w h ich  i s  c le a r ly  a N orth ern  notion . In at le a s t  th ree  sep a ra te  in ­

s ta n c e s , G aw ain i s  p o rtra y ed  s ittin g  or stand ing next to  the K ing g iv in g  

him  c o u n se l. At the end the K ing b e c o m e s  l it t le  m o r e  than an in s tr u ­

m en t of h is  v e n g e a n c e , for  he i s  c le a r ly  G aw ain 's puppet.

T he p oet d o es  c r e d it  G aw ain w ith  h is  tra d itio n a l v ir tu e s  of 

c o u ra g e , g e n e r o s ity , and fr ien d sh ip , "H ende, " the a d jec tiv e  u sed  so  

freq u en tly  by the G aw ain poet i s  ap p lied  h e r e  a s  w e ll:  "Gawayne 

a n sw ered  w ith  m y ld  c h e r e /  A s  he that ay w a s hend and fre"  ( v s s .  541-  

42), or  la te r  " [G aw ain} w as both c o r te y s e  and hend" (v s . 623). The 

Q ueen h e r s e l f  co m m en ts  on G awain: "i w ende thou h a d d ist be s ta b le  

and t r e w e /  And fu ll o f a ll  c u r te s s y s"  (v s s .  1 1 5 9 -1 1 6 0 ). But she  

con tin u es: "but now m e  thynke thy m a n n ers  n e w e / T hay bene a ll  

tou rn y  to  v ila n y e ” (1 1 6 1 -1 1 6 2 ). She h a s  r e a so n  to  be b it te r  s in c e  

G aw ain 's fa ls e  r e p r e se n ta tio n  that the M aid of A sto la t  w a s L a n c e lo t's



242

m is t r e s s  i s  la r g e ly  r e sp o n s ib le  for  the n ea r  tra g ed y .

M uch h a s b een  m ad e of the p o e t 's  in c o n s is te n c y  reg a rd in g  

G aw ain 's r o le  w ith  the M aid. T he knight b eg in s  w e ll;  he i s  a p e r fe c t  

gen tlem a n  w hen he v is i t s  h e r , un like h is  r o le  in  the V u lga te , and 

sa y s  that he w ill  s e r v e  h e r  fo r  the sake of L a n ce lo t. L a te r , in  cou rt, 

he r e p e a ts  on ly  what she had to ld  h im . But a fter  h e r  death he con­

f e s s e s  that he tr ie d  to  m ak e lo v e  to  h e r  and sh e  to ld  him  only  that sh e  

lo v ed  L a n ce lo t, not that L a n celo t lo v ed  h e r . The con fu sion  i s  hard  to

ex p la in , but p erh ap s the author w a s try in g  to  so fte n  the e ffe c t  of 

1 1 ftG aw ain 's s in . One m igh t a ls o  co n jectu re  that the au d ien ce  w ould  

have had d ifficu lty  a ccep tin g  a G aw ain who w as d isc o u r te o u s  fro m  the  

o u tse t of the w ork .

A  s im ila r  p attern  of gradual d egrad ation  o c c u r s  in  th e  seco n d  

p art. In th e  b eg in n in g  G aw ain r e f u s e s  to  b e tr a y  the lo v e  of L a n ce lo t  

and G u en ev ere , poin ting out that "Yit w e r e  it b e tter  to  h e le  and la y n e /  

Than w e rr e  and w rake thus to  begynne" (v s s .  1 6 9 4 -9 5 ), and la te r  

avow s ir o n ic a lly , "L aun celot sh a lle  I n ev er  b etrayn e"  (v s . 1702). He 

r e fu s e s  to  be p r e se n t w hen G u en evere  i s  put to  the f ir e ,  fo r  "Gawayne 

w olde n ev ey r  b e -n e r e  b e s y d e /  T h ere  any w om an shuld  be b rente"

( v s s .  1 9 3 8 -3 9 ). Y et a fter  the death s o f h is  b r o th er s  he fo r g e ts  a l l  of 

h is  w o rd s and le a d s  A rth u r to  ca ta stro p h e .

H ow ev er , at the end of the w ork G aw ain i s  r e g e n e r a te d . Our 

la s t  v iew  of h im  is  in  A r th u r 's  v is io n  of h im  a fte r  death , w h ere  he i s  

surrou nded  by the lo r d s  and la d ie s  he had defended  during h is  l i f e .
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T he author i s  ev id en tly  of tw o m in d s about the c h a r a c ter , and h is  

a m b iv a len ce  i s  p erh ap s the r e s u lt  of a not e n t ir e ly  s u c c e s s fu l  attem p t 

to  r e c o n c ile  the d if feren ce  in  the p o r tra y a l of G aw ain in  h is  so u rce  

and the p o r tra y a l of the h e r o  in  the w o rk s of h is  c o n te m p o r a r ie s .

The c en tra l h e r o  of the S tan za ic  M o rte , a s  in  the V u lgate, i s  

L a n ce lo t. But the p a r ticu la r  v ir tu e s  a sc r ib e d  to h im  h e r e  a r e  to  a 

la r g e  ex ten t tr a n s fe r r e d  fro m  the v ir tu e s  of the ty p ica l N orth ern  p o r ­

tr a y a l o f G aw ain. H is c o u r te sy  on the b a tt le f ie ld , h is  r e s p e c t  fo r  h is  

e n e m ie s , h is  r e a d in e s s  to  grant m e r c y  and h is  fa ir  w o rd s a re  p a r a lle l  

to  the q u a lit ie s  of G aw ain in  N orthern  r o m a n ce . T hu s, in  the b a ttle  

w ith  G aw ain he ex ten d s  e v e r y  c o u r te sy  to  be m et on ly  w ith  the la t t e r 1 s 

s u lle n  d e fia n ce . W hen A rthur i s  u n h orsed , L a n ce lo t rem o u n ts  h im  and  

A rthur s e e s  "how c o r te is e  w as in  hym  m o r e /  Than eu yr  w a s in  any 

m an" (v s s .  2 2 0 0 -0 1 ).

B ut, in  p a r tic u la r , the b attle  w ith  M ador i s  c lo s e ly  p atterned  

a fter  the s in g le  com b ats of G aw ain in the G aw ain r o m a n c e s . M ador 

c o n s id e r s  h is  own rep u ta tion  to  be enhanced b e c a u se  he stood  up so  

w e ll  to  L a n celo t and fo r g iv e s  the Q u een 's  tr e a c h e r y  for  h is  sa k e . He 

i s  then led  in to  the co u rt, lik e  M en ea lfe  or  G aleron  o r  G o la g ro s , and i s  

a fterw a rd  r e fe r r e d  to  a s  a noble knight. T h is  sce n e  d o es  not e x is t  

in  the o r ig in a l, but we have s e e n  i t s  m o d el e lse w h e r e  in  N orth ern  

l ite r a tu r e . T he m o t if  o f a h o s t ile  but noble knight who is  te s te d  by 

A rth u r 's  ch ie f knight and i s  then r e c o n c ile d  to  the court i s  a com m on  

m o tif  attach ed  to  G aw ain in  e a r ly  A rthurian  lite r a tu r e  and in  N orth ern
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A rth u rian  ro m a n ce . H ere  th en  we s e e  the p e r v a s iv e  in flu en ce  of the

N orth ern  tra d itio n s; the poet in  g lo r ify in g  h is  h ero , h a s  endow ed h im

w ith the a s p e c ts  o f the N orth ern  con cep tion  o f G awain a p r o c e s s

p a r a lle le d  in  the trea tm en t of R oland in  R auf C o il 3 e a r .

B e s id e s  ga in in g  so m e of G aw ain 's t r a it s ,  the L a n celo t of the

S tan za ic  M orte lo s e s  so m e  of the m o r e  co u rtly  q u a lit ie s  a s so c ia te d

w ith h im  in the V u lg a te . T h u s, in  the V u lga te , w hen G u en evere

a c c u s e s  h im  of in f id e lity  he m e e k ly  sen d s  B ohort to  p lead  for  h im  and

la te r  s a y s  that if  sh e  d o es  not fo r g iv e  h im ," 1 jen e c r o i p a s  que ge

p e u sse  lon gu em en t d u r e r ’" -^ l  the E n g lish  h ero  is  m ad e of s te r n e r

stu ff, and r e p lie s  fo r th r ig h tly  to  h is  la d y 's  a ccu sa tio n :

"But by th e se  w o rd is  th inketh m e  
A  w ay ye  w old  jpat I w a re .
N ow  have good  day m y  lad y  fre
F o r  so th e thou s e e s t  m e  n ev ir  m a r e . "

(v s s .  7 6 8 -7 7 1 )

P e r h a p s  th is  change i s  due to  " A nglo-Saxon  com m on s e n s e ,  " I22 but 

m o re  lik e ly  it i s  due to  the N orth ern  tr a d it io n s  that to ta lly  r e je c t  

w o rsh ip  of the lad y .

T he oth er m a jo r  c h a r a c ter  in  the ro m a n ce , A rth u r, o c cu p ie s  

a nob ler p o s it io n  than in  the V u lga te . E x cep t for a p a ss in g  r e fe r e n c e ,  

th ere  i s  no in d ica tio n  that he i s  being p u nished  for  the in c e stu o u s  s in  

that gave b ir th  to M ord red , and the K ing i s  le f t  in  h is  g lo r y  and 

sp len d o r . jje  i s ,  ra th e r , the crea tu re  o f fa te , and i f  he i s  not so  

a c tiv e  a s  G aw ain and L a n ce lo t, he r e m a in s  a fo c u s  fo r  the id e a ls  of 

the p oem .
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M uch h a s  b e e n  m ad e of the p o e t's  la c k  of a w a r e n e ss  of

L a n c e lo t's  sin; he i s  n ev er  condem ned fo r  h is  b e tra y a l of h is  king.

1 9 AG’o lle r  s u g g e s ts  that L a n celo t i s  above m e r e  m o r a lity , but what is  

m o re  lik e ly  i s  the notion  that L an celo t and G u en evere  a re  not g u ilty  so  

m uch a s  th ey  a re  caught up in  the in ex o ra b le  lo g ic  o f fa te . ^^5

F o r  the ca u se  of th e tra g ed y  is  not s o  m uch the a d u ltery  

a s  it i s  i t s  d is c o v e r y , a s  G aw ain h im s e lf  t e l l s  u s: "Many a lande w olde  

wyth him  h o ld e / Shedde th er  shold  be m y k e lle  b lo d e / F o r  th y s ta le , 

y iffe  it w ere  to ld e"  ( v s s .  1 7 0 7 -0 9 ). The tra g ed y , then , d ev e lo p s  a s  

a r e s u lt  of the co n flic tin g  lo y a lt ie s  that have e a r l ie r  b een  e s ta b lish e d . 

Thus in  the fa tefu l b a tt le s  b etw een  L a n celo t and A rthur the fo r m e r  

con tin u a lly  b ew a ils  h is  tr e a c h e r y  to  the la tte r . G awain c h o o se s  b e ­

tw een  h is  lo y a lty  to  the w e ll-b e in g  o f the r e a lm , a s  w e ll a s  to  h is  

fr ien d  L a n ce lo t, and h is  lo y a lty  to  h is  fa m ily . The t ie s  of the f ir s t  

m ake h im  w illin g  to  fo r g iv e  the death of A g ra v a in , although " . . .  so r e  

h is  h er te  b egan  to  co ld e"  (v s . 1915), but he cannot fo rg iv e  the deaths  

of G a h eriet and G a h er is .

T he poet d o es  point out the s in fu ln e ss  of the a ffa ir , but only  

at the end, a fter  the tra g ed y . A d u ltery  i s  a s in  a g a in st God, but it 

i s  a ls o  a s in  a g a in st m an  b eca u se  it i s  a break ing  of t rout he . B u t  

th is  concep t o f a d u ltery  i s  not unique to  the S tanzaic  M orte A rthur  

poet; we s e e  it a s  w e ll in  G aw ain and the G reen  K night, w h ile  the 

m ix tu re  of lo y a lty  and lo v e  i s  a ls o  a part o f Y w ain  and G aw ain.

We a re  now in  a p o s itio n  to  a s s e s s  the debt of the author of



246

L e M orte A rthur to  the N orth ern  sch o o l. We m u st conclude that he is  

p erh ap s the m o st  o r ig in a l, although cer ta in ly  not the m o s t  b r illia n t , 

of the N orth ern  r o m a n c e r s . Of a ll  th e se  w o rk s, h is  i s  the le a s t  r e a l­

i s t ic  and the m o st  legen d ary; the author d e lib er a te ly  s e t s  a d is ta n ce  

b etw een  h is  tim e  and A rth u r 's . F u rth e rm o re , he i s  in v en tiv e  in  s ty le  

and p lo t, a s to n ish in g ly  so  in the c a se  of the la tte r .

H ow ever , he is  N orth ern  in h is  s e n s ib ility  if  o r ig in a l in h is  

outlook . H is  u se  of a llite r a t io n  i s  o b v io u sly  indebted  to the N orth ern  

ta il-r h y m e  tra d itio n . He ap p aren tly  b o rro w s from  the G aw ain t r a ­

d ition  in  ennobling h is  cen tra l ch a r a c ter , w h ile  h is  concep t of 

c o u r te sy  i s  not b e in g  n e c e s s a r i ly  con n ected  to  C ourtly  L ove i s  a 

N o rth ern  one. The trea tm en t of lo v e  a s  a form  o f lo y a lty  that d oes  

not in v o lv e  lady  w orsh ip  i s  p u re ly  N orth ern . M ore im p ortan tly , the 

cen tra l is s u e  of the ro m a n ce  is  the co n flic t b etw een  lo y a lt ie s  and the  

su ffer in g  that r e s u lt s .  But the th em e i s  p ertin en t, not on ly  to the  

th e m e s  of o th er N orth ern  w o rk s, but a ls o  to  the co n flic tin g  dem ands  

of lord  and king that w ere  so  m uch a p art o f N orth ern  h is to r y .

In la rg e  m e a s u r e , the p o e t's  cu r io u s p o s itio n  of b e in g  both  

o r ig in a l and tra d itio n a l i s  a r e f le c t io n  of the m a k e-u p  of N orth ern  

s o c ie ty . We have a lrea d y  se e n  that it i s  an o v e r s im p lif ic a tio n  to  

c la im  that N orthern  w r ite r s  w ere  a fra id  of the m on arch y  and d is ­

tr u s te d  im p e r ia l ex p a n sio n . F o r , at th e  sa m e  tim e  that one can r e fe r  

to the N orth a s  a h om ogen ou s p ro v in c ia l s o c ie ty , one m u st not fo rg e t  

that it w as a d e c en tr a lize d  a rea  w ith freq u en tly  sh iftin g  lo y a lt ie s .  If
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the reg io n  had had only one co u rt, one could a ssu m e  a u n ified  attitude  

am ong the p o e ts , but the p r e se n c e  of m an y N orth ern  m a g n a tes  m ean t 

that s e v e r a l l i t e r a r y  c e n te r s  could f lo u r ish  and that th ere  w a s room  

for  d ifferen t p o in ts  of v iew , and d ifferen t, although r e la te d , l it e r a r y  

con v en tio n s. The co n cern s  of the S tan za ic  M orte p oet, lo y a lty  and 

c o u r te sy , a re  the th e m e s  of a ll  N orth ern  w r ite r s ,  but the p r e se n c e  of 

a d e c en tr a lize d  p o lity  m ean t that an au d ien ce  could e x is t  for  h is  h igh ly  

o r ig in a l trea tm en t of the fa ll  of A rthur.

The m o st  la s tin g  im p r e s s io n  of the w ork i s  i t s  e le g ia c  q u a lity , 

a tone that M alory  h im s e lf  could not im p ro v e  upon. F o r  ex a m p le , 

w hen A rthur b e c o m e s  d eterm in ed  to  catch  the lo v e r s ,  G aw ain w eep s  

"Her now i s  m ad e a c o m se m e n t/ That beth  not fy n y ssh y d  m an y a 

y ere"  (v s s .  1726 -27 ); a th em e brought up la te r  by L a n celo t: "We have  

b e-g o n n e  th y s ilk e  nygh t/ That s a i l  brynge m an y a m an  fu ll co lde"

(v s s .  1 8 8 6 -8 7 ). P erh a p s the m o st  s tr ik in g  exam p le  i s  w hen L a n celo t  

f ir s t  le a v e s  the court; the kn ights com pla in : " 'A lla s , 1 th ey  sayd , 

'L au n celot du la k e / That euyvr sh u ld isto w  se  the q u en e!'"  (v s s .  79 6 -  

97), a su m m ation  of th e A rthurian  tra g ed y . T h is  sa m e  se n se  o f lo s s  

and foreb od in g , so  w e ll caught in  the S tan za ic  w ork , i s  a m a jo r  

stren gth  of th e  A llite r a t iv e  M orte and s u r v iv e s  in to  the la te r  b a lla d s  

of the reg io n .

The th ree  tr a n s la tio n s  at the th ree  s ta g e s  of the d evelop m en t  

of the N orth ern  sch o o l point out the stren g th  o f i t s  tra d itio n . E ven  

in  a co m p a ra tiv e ly  e a r ly  w ork , Y w ain  and G aw ain, the p oet i s  ab le  to
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tra n sfo rm  C h re tien 's  co u rtly  ro m an ce  into a ty p ica l N orth ern  

A rth u rian  ta le . At a som ew h at la te r  t im e , the S tan za ic  M orte poet 

not on ly  tr a n s fo r m s  the th e m e s , but a lte r s  the stru c tu re  of h is  o r ig in a l  

to  fit  the p a ttern  of N orth ern  ro m a n ce . B oth w ork s a r e  not e x a m p le s  

of the pure N orth ern  e s th e t ic  a s  em b od ied  in  th e a ll it e r a t iv e  G aw ain  

r o m a n c e s , s in c e  th e ir  m e te r  i s  not e x c lu s iv e ly  N orth ern , and th ey  

avo id  lo c a l is m s . But th e ir  th em es  of lo y a lty  and b e tr a y a l, c o u r te sy  

and d e m e su r e , v en g ea n ce  and fo r g iv e n e s s  a re  the th em es  of N orth ern  

ro m a n ce . Y e t, in  the c a se  of Y w ain  and G aw ain , the o r ig in a l i s  a 

w ork of p erh ap s the g r e a te s t  w r ite r  of A rth u rian  ro m a n ce , and in  the  

c a se  o f the S tanzaic  M orte the so u rce  w a s the g ra n d est ta le  of 

A rth u rian  lite r a tu r e . That th e se  o r ig in a ls  could be so  th orou ghly  

a s s im ila te d  in to  the N orth ern  outlook i s  am p le  te s tim o n y  to  the e x ­

is te n c e  and pow er o f th e N orth ern  sch o o l.

In c o n tra st, L a n celo t o f the L a ik , w r itten  o u tsid e  the N orth ­

ern  tra d itio n , fa i ls  e v en  to  rep ro d u ce , le t  a lon e  tr a n s fo r m , the p r o se  

L a n ce lo t. In fa c t, the a u th o r 's  p u r p o se s , in  s o  fa r  a s  th ey  w ere  

a ch iev ed  at a l l ,  had nothing to  do w ith fe u d a lism  and ch iv a lry  but w ere  

in stea d  d irec ted  at co n tem p orary  p o lit ic a l p r o b le m s .

T he A llite r a t iv e  M orte A rthure i s  g e n e r a lly  r ec o g n iz e d  a s  

the m a s te r p ie c e  of a ll it e r a t iv e  ro m an ce  next to  G aw ain and the G reen  

K night. In r ec e n t y e a r s  it h a s  b een  the su b ject o f m o r e  c r it ic a l  

scru tin y  than any o th er  N orth ern  w ork , ex cep t G aw ain . B ut, a l ­

though the a u th o r 's  a r t is t ic  a b ility  i s  c lo s e  to  that of the G awain p oet,
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h is  outlook  i s  m o r e  p u re ly  N orth ern  and p ro v id es  us w ith  the c le a r e s t  

p ic tu re  we h ave of the h e r o ic  sp ir it  of th e a r e a .

The w ork  w as com p o sed  at the height of the l i t e r a r y  f lo w e r ­

ing o f the N orth . The tra d itio n a l date o f co m p o sitio n  w as p laced

around 1360, but F in la y so n  h a s  r e c e n tly  argu ed  for a la te r  date, at

127the tu rn  of the cen tu ry , w hich  w ould fit in  b e tter  w ith  the d ev e lo p ­

m en t of N o rth ern  ro m a n ce , s in c e  the w ork s of the m id d le  of the 

cen tu ry  w e re  e ith e r  c lo s e  tr a n s la tio n s  or  crude ta le s .

T he N orth ern  e s th e t ic  a p p ea rs  fu ll-b lo w n  in  th is  work; the  

m e te r  i s  one of th e m o s t  fa v o red  in  the N orth ern  sch o o l, a ll i t e r a t iv e ,

and the one m o st  a s s o c ia te d  w ith the r i s e  o f p ro v in c ia l l it e r a r y  

1 2Rc e n te r s . In h is  d e sc r ip t iv e  a b il it ie s ,  the poet i s  c lo s e ly  a ttach ed  

to  the N orth ern  tr a d it io n s . A s S ch ofie ld  r e m a r k s , " r ea lity  i s  the  

p o e t's  w atchw ord . "129 V iv id  and r e a l i s t ic  d e sc r ip t io n  i s  a h a llm a rk  

of th e N orth ern  sc h o o l, w h eth er  it be the s to rm  in  T he A w n ty rs , the 

hunting s c e n e s  in  G aw ain and the G reen  K night, o r  th e  fe a s t s  in  Sir  

D eg rev a n t. But the A llite r a t iv e  M orte p o e t's  d e sc r ip t iv e  a b il it ie s  are  

u n su rp a ssed . P a r t ic u la r ly  outstanding a r e  h is  d e sc r ip t io n s  o f b a ttle s  

and fe a s t s .  Indeed, fo r  one c r it ic ,  the p oem  " b eco m es a v iv id  s u c ­

c e s s io n  of m em o ra b le  s c e n e s  d e sc r ib e d  in  the m in u te st  d e ta il and  

w ith an ey e  fo r  the p ic tu resq u e . "130

The p oet i s  not a s  p u re ly  lo c a l in  h is  topography a s  the  

"tarn W adling" group , in  part b e c a u se  m uch o f the ven u e i s  co n ti­

n en ta l. Y et h is  su b stitu tio n  o f C a r lis le  for  C a er leo n  i s  c le a r ly  a
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C e tte r ic k  a s  a h a ltin g  p la ce  on the jou rn ey  to  th e South from

1 OO 1 9 *3C a r lis le .  M o reo v er , for the author, A rthur is  a N orth ern  r u le r ,

an im p ortan t con cep t to  keep  in  m in d  w hen co n sid er in g  h is  p o r tra y a l

of A rth u r. In the s c e n e s  on the C ontinent, the author i s  l e s s  p r e c is e

in  h is  d e sc r ip t io n s , but he s t i l l  s t r iv e s  fo r  r e a l is m . He m a y  have

r e lie d  upon c h r o n ic le s  o f the w a rs  of E dw ard III for  h is  accou n t, w h ile

h is  d e sc r ip t io n  of A rth u r 's  jou rn ey  in to  I ta ly  m a y  be b a sed  c lo s e ly

1 *34.upon p ilg r im s ' r e p o r ts .

In h is  p o e tic  form  and h is  u se  of lo c a l is m , the poet i s  an  

orthod ox N orth ern  r o m a n c e r , but m o r e  s ig n if ic a n tly , we s e e  in  the 

w o rk 's  s tr u c tu r e  h is  debt to the N o rth ern  tra d itio n . F o r , although  

th ere  is  m u ch  d isa g r ee m e n t about th e  nature of th is  s tr u c tu r e , a l l  

c r it ic s  a g r e e  that the w ork i s  w e ll u n ified . U nity, a s  w e have s e e n , i s  

a fea tu re  o f N orth ern  ro m a n ce , e v en  of the lo n g er  w ork s lik e  T he  

B r u c e , and h ere  the p o e t's  n a rra tiv e  of the r i s e  and fa ll  of A rthur  

a c h ie v e s  a notable econ om y quite at v a r ia n c e  w ith  h is  d is c u r s iv e  

so u r c e s .

It i s  tru e  that th is  s tr u c tu r e  i s  not the ty p ica l double plot 

ty p e , e ith e r  c o n secu tiv e  or in terw o v en , but i s  ra th er  ind eb ted  to  the  

g e n r e  o f tra g ed y . But unity in  N orth ern  p o em s did not a lw a y s  im p ly  

the double plot; ro m a n ce  lik e  S ir P e r c y v e l le , or  Y w ain  a re  w e ll u n i­

fie d  in  a d ifferen t m an n er. The A llite r a t iv e  M orte p oet c r e a te s  h is  

own th e m a tic a lly  lin ked  s tr u c tu r e , but h is  co n cern  fo r  unity  i s  a part
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When w e app raoch  the s e n s  of the p oem , we a re  confronted  

by an a sto n ish in g  v a r ie ty  of c r it ic a l  a p p ro a ch es to  it s  th em e and it s  

re la tio n sh ip  to  m e d ie v a l tra g ed y . M any m e d ie v a l w o rk s c r e a te  co n tro ­

v e r s y  about th e ir  m ea n in g , but in  the c a se  of the A llite r a t iv e  M orte, 

c r it ic s  have com e to  m u tu a lly  e x c lu s iv e  po in ts o f v iew . *^5 T he  

q u estio n  i s  not one of am b igu ity , fo r  the p oet, a ll a g r e e , i s  c le a r  and  

s tra ig h tfo rw a rd .

M uch of the argu m en t r a g e s  around the nature of the tra g ed y  

of the work; that i s ,  i s  it  p u re ly  m e d ie v a l, A r is to te lia n , o r  h e r o ic ?  

M atthew s b e l ie v e s  that the w ork i s  a tra g ed y  of fo r tu n e , but one that 

c o m e s  about b e c a u se  o f A r th u r 's  p rid e  and h is  d e s ir e  for  conqu est. 

F in la y so n  a g r e e s  that A rthur i s  punished  fo r  h is  s in s , but he c o n s id e r s  

that h is  conduct b e c o m e s  sin fu l only a fter  the death of the em p ero r  

L u ciu s , w h ere  h is  w a rs  c e a s e  to  be law fu l and b eco m e ex p a n sio n ist  

and unjust. E . F . M. W. Van d er  v e n -te n  B e n se l h o ld s that "the poet 

h a s g iv en  u s  a fin e  p ic tu re  of h is  g r ea t noble k in g , " who h a s  "pity, 

to le r a tio n , and g e n t le n e s s . " H is  only flaw  that b r in g s  about h is  down- 

fa l l  i s  h is  d em esu re  that r e s u lt s  in  the sp illin g  o f inn ocent b lood . °

Y et so m e  c r i t ic s  s e e  no s ig n  o f A r th u r 's  im p e r ia l am b ition . 

B en so n  a r g u e s  that the w ork i s  a tra g ed y  of fo r tu n e , lik e  T he M onk's 

T a le , not b eca u se  o f any s in  on the part of A rth u r, on ly  that, in h is  

d evotion  to a w o r ld ly  id e a l, he m u st in ev ita b ly  p e r ish . A rthur i s  not 

flaw ed , but h is  a im s  a r e . L o o m is  s e e s  only fa ta lism  at w ork; for
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h im , th e tra g ed y  i s  p u re ly  the r e s u lt  of u n fo rseea b le  tr e a c h e r y  and the  

w him  of L ady F ortuna. F o r  O 'L oughlin , A r th u r 's  only h am artia  i s  

h is  in c e stu o u s  b eg ettin g  o f M o r d r e d .*37

It i s  d ifficu lt to  r e c o n c ile  th e se  v iew p o in ts . But the p o e t's  

attitude tow ard s the w a rs o f ex p a n sion  and tow ard the m on arch y  of h is  

own day i s  r e f le c te d  in  h is  trea tm en t of A rthur. We m u st th er e fo re  

co n s id er  to  what exten t th is  attitude i s  r e la te d  to  the a ttitu d es tow ard s  

the m on arch y  in both the h is to r y  and lite r a tu r e  of the N orth .

M ost c r it ic s  a g r ee  that the s to ry  in v o lv e s  the r i s e  o f A rthur  

a s  w e ll a s  h is  fa ll . H is  e a r ly  c a r e e r  i s  c er ta in ly  ex em p la ry , for  he  

f ig h ts  for  h is  r ig h ts  and the r ig h ts  o f o th er s , a s  in  h is  b attle  w ith the 

Giant of St. M ich a e l's  M ount, or  h is  r e je c t io n  of the E m p o r e r 's  d e ­

m and fo r  tr ib u te . Y e t, during the w ar w ith  th e  R om an s, w here the 

p o e t's  sy m p a th ies  a r e  c le a r ly  w ith A rthu r, the B r it ish  a re  ca lled  

r e b e ls  tim e  and again  by the R om an s. T h u s, L u ciu s sa y s  "Thoghe 

a rew m e be r e b e lle ,  w e rekke it bot l y t t i l ! / It e s  r e so n e  and r igh te
i on

the ren ke be r e s tr e y n e d e "  (v s s .  2 0 4 0 -4 1 ). A rthur, w ith  h is  

N orth ern  a s s o c ia t io n s , at th is  point in  the s to r y  i s  not unlike a N orth ­

ern  b aron  figh tin g  fo r  h is  r ig h ts  a g a in st th e m on archy; in d eed , h is  

b ein g  ca lled  r e b e l p u ts one in m ind of R obert or H otspu r. But la te r ,  

in  h is  cam p aign s a fter  the death of the E m p ero r , h is  r o le  i s  r e v e r se d :  

A rthur, in seek in g  the su b m iss io n  of M etz, and la te r  the su b m iss io n  

of Ita ly , i s  now an im p e r ia lis t ic  a g g r e s s o r .

T hus far  it  w ould app ear that the A llite r a t iv e  M orte poet
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s h a r e s  the outlook of the p o e ts  of the E pic of R evo lt: sym pathy w ith  

the r e b e ls  a g a in st the abu se of m o n a rch ica l au th ority . T h is  notion  

w ould f it  in w e ll w ith  a s im p lis t ic  v iew  that the N orth ern  b aro n s w e re  

in p erp etu a l o p p osition  to  the m on arch y  and that N orth ern  so c ie ty  w as  

thus g e n e r a lly  a g a in st the th ron e. B ut, a s  we have s e e n , the concept 

i s  h is to r ic a lly  in a c c u r a te , and in  th e G aw ain ro m a n ces  stu d ied  e a r l ie r  

A rthur is  by no m e a n s  a v illa in  co u n terp o ised  to  the p e r fe c t  Gawain; 

in s tea d , he i s  freq u en tly  capable of lea rn in g  fro m  h is  c h ie f  knight and 

refo rm in g  h im se lf .

The attitude of N orth ern  w r ite r s  on e ith e r  s id e  of the b ord er  

i s  not a n ti-A rth u r , it i s  am b iva len t. A rthur n ev er  lo s e s  h is  sp len d o r , 

n ev er  b e c o m e s  a r o i fa in ea n t, ex cep t in  the ir r e le v a n t L a n celo t o f the  

L aik , but at the sa m e  tim e  he freq u en tly  th re a te n s  th e ind ep endence  

and feu d a l r ig h ts  of h is  b a ro n s . T he king i s  thus both a d m ired  and 

fe a r e d , p r e c is e ly  a s  he w as in  the h is to r ic a l  r e a li ty  o f the N orth w h ere  

m a g n a tes  on e ith e r  s id e  o f the b ord er w ere  both gu ard ian s of the k in g 's  

m a r c h e s  and freq uen t r e b e ls  a g a in st the th ro n e . It i s  th is  sam e  

a m b iv a len ce , not d e te sta tio n , a s  M atthew s w ould have it , that 

c h a r a c te r iz e s  the M orte p o e t 's  attitude to w a rd s A rth u r. T o sa y  that 

A rthur i s  fun d am en ta lly  good , but w ith a s in g le  w e a k n e ss , or  that he  

i s  fu n dam en ta lly  g u ilty , i f  h e r o ic , i s  to  m is s  the b a lan ce  of the p o e t's  

p o rtra y a l and the dual nature of A rthur.

T h u s, although the poet h a s  see m e d  to  be in  fa v o r  of r e ­

b e llio n  throughout th e w ork , it  i s  c le a r  that the r ev o lt  of M ordred  i s
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e v il  and that A rthur i s  e n t ir e ly  w ith in  h is  r ig h ts  in  h is  cam paign  

a g a in st h im . The k eyn ote to  both L u c iu s  and M ordred  i s  th e ir  u se  of 

P a y n im s and g ia n ts  a g a in s t  whom  A rthur i s  "a cham pion  o f C h r is t i­

an ity . "140 T he c ru c ia l d ifferen ce  b etw een  the w a rs  is  that M ordred  

i s  A r th u r 's  lie g e m a n  and h is  r e v o lt , un like A r th u r 's , w a s  a b reak in g

of h is  tro u th e . *41 The p oet, then , d o es  not trea t h is  h ero  a s  an

142ex a m p le  of the im p e r ia l m en a ce  from  the South, but a s  both a

g lo r io u s  and tr a g ic  f ig u r e .

The death of A rthur i s  an exam p le  o f the p o e t's  a m b iv a len ce

tow ard s the K ing. He i s  wounded h e r o ic a lly  in  b a ttle  and h is  death i s

g lo r io u s . B ut, at the sa m e  t im e , w ith  h is  dying b reath  he o r d e r s  the

s la u g h ter  of M o rd red 's  ch ild ren . A prudent a c t, su g g e st som e

c r i t ic s ,  in  a cco rd  w ith  the " A nglo-Saxon  v a lu e s  o f the p oem . 143 But

a c lo s e  co n tem p o ra ry  took a d im m er v iew  of deathbed ex ecu tio n

o r d e r s  from  a k ing. In The B r u c e , E dw ard I, on h is  deathbed, o r d e r s

the ex ecu tio n  of cap tu red  S c o ts , and B arb ou r co m m en ts  that:

That w es  w ondir o f s ic  sa w is;
That he to  the ded w as ner  
Suld a n sw er  apon s ic  m a n er  
F o r  ow ten m en yn g and m e r c y . 144

O ne could  s c a r c e ly  a sk  for a m o re  con vin cin g  d em o n stra tio n  of a m ­

b iv a len ce . A rthu r i s  te c h n ic a lly  w ith in  h is  r ig h ts  and d oes w ish  to  

avo id  continued c iv i l  s t r if e ,  but th at he a c ts  so  on h is  deathbed  

e x e m p lif ie s  h is  continued  cru e lty  and m o r a l b lin d n e ss .

The a m b iv a len ce  tow ard s A rthur i s  a ls o  e x p r e s s e d  in  the
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c h a r a c te r is t ic  N orth ern  g e n e r o s ity  to w ard s the K in g 's  e n e m ie s . T h ere

i s  a lw a y s  a  d em a rca tio n  b etw een  the fo r c e s  of h is  e n e m ie s  and the

le a d e r s  th e m s e lv e s . L u c iu s  i s  arrogan t and o v erw een in g , but h is

p r o w e ss  i s  n ev er  d en ied  and h is  com bat w ith  A rthur i s  a fittin g  c lim a x

to  the f ir s t  part of the w ork . S till m o re  hum an i s  M ord red , p erh ap s

the m o st  sy m p a th etic  v il la in  in a ll  o f the v e r s io n s  of the death  of

A rth u r. He i s  co m p a ssio n a te  to w a rd s G u en evere  and t r ie s  to  save

h er  by sen d in g  h er  to  Ire lan d , ju st a s  he t r ie s  u n su c c e ss fu lly  to  sa v e

th e ir  ch ild ren . It i s  tru e  that he k i l ls  the n o b les t f ig u re  in  the w ork,

G aw ain, but h is  la m en t o v er  h im  e c h o e s  A r th u r 's  and sh ow s him

c le a r ly  rep en tant of h is  trea so n :

W hen that ren a y ed e  ren ke rem em b ird e  hym  s e lv e n  
O f r e v e r e n c e  and r y o te s  o f the row nde ta b le ,
He rem y d  and rep en t hym  of a ll  h is  rew th e w e rk es .

(v s s .  3891 -94 )

A  c lo s e  seco n d  to  A rthur in  the ro m an ce  i s  G aw ain, and it is  

h e r e  that th e p oet sh o w s m o s t  c le a r ly  both h is  o r ig in a lity  and h is  debt 

to  the ro m an ce  tr a d it io n s  of the N orth . In h is  v a s t ex p a n sio n  of 

G aw ain 's r o le , th e p oet i s  paten tly  fo llo w in g  the tr a d it io n s  of h is  

c o n te m p o ra r ie s . A lthough su cceed in g  ch r o n ic le  v e r s io n s  expanded  

G aw ain 's r o le , he n e v e r  b eca m e  m o r e  than ju st an  im p ortan t w a r r io r  

o f A rth u r. But the p o s it io n  of G aw ain in  the A llite r a t iv e  M orte ranks  

only behind that of A rth u r, and h is  death i s  p erh ap s the m o st  p itifu l of 

the m an y death s in  the ro m a n ce , s in c e  he i s  th e le a s t  b lam ew orth y  of 

a ll  the c h a r a c te r s .
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G aw ain 's in su ltin g  sp eech  to  the E m p ero r  that s e t s  o ff the 

figh ting  i s  u n c h a r a c te r is t ic  o f the sm o oth -ton gu ed  G aw ain of N orthern  

r o m a n c e , and i s  b o rro w ed  in stea d  from  the ch ro n ic le  tra d itio n . H ow ­

e v e r , the p oet, w ith  h is  s p e c ia l com m and o f s o u r c e s , u s e s  the in cid en t  

to  in trod u ce the th em e of r e c k le s s  b r a v e ry  that b e c o m e s  c en tra l to  h is  

p o rtra it of G aw ain.

In the sce n e  of the fo ra g in g  p arty , the poet p r e se n ts  the  

G aw ain o f th e N orth ern  p o e ts  in  a ll  h is  sp len d o r . F o r  the m e e tin g  w ith  

P r ia m u s , although tak en  fro m  a v e r s io n  of the C h arlem agn e rom an ce  

F ie r a b r a s , or  perh ap s fro m  an E n g lish  v e r s io n , *^7 b e c o m e s  the m o tif  

m o st  com m on ly  a s so c ia te d  w ith  G aw ain s in c e  C hretien: h is  en cou n ter  

w ith a stra n g e  knight le a d s  to  the gain ing of a va lu ab le  a lly  fo r  th e  

Round T a b le . T hus G awain m e e ts  P r ia m u s , a g r ea t pagan w a r r io r ,  

fig h ts  h im  to  a draw  and le a d s  h im  back  to  A rthur to  be co n v erted  to  

C h r istia n ity  and to  b eco m e a part o f th e cou rt.

T h is  sce n e  h a s  e l ic it e d  tw o opp osin g  v iew s; f ir s t  that it i s  

m ean t to  co n tra st A r th u r 's  w a r s  of conqu est; sec o n d , that it  r e p r e -

1 4.Rsen ts  a change in  the cam paign  to  a w ar of con q u est. "  ̂ But both  

v ie w s  a re  d ifficu lt to  r e c o n c ile  w ith the so u r c e . T he en cou n ter  

c e r ta in ly  h a s  ro m a n ce  fe a tu r e s , but the poet s e e s ’ it n e ith er  a s  a 

deed o f "daring, b en ev o len ce  and c o m p a ssio n , " n or "the p u r p o se le s s  

r itu a l o f the ty p ica l ro m a n ce  com bat. " B oth c r i t ic s  s e e  the b a ttle  a s  

an iso la te d  in c id en t. In fa c t, it  is  h igh ly  p ro d u ctiv e , e ith e r  for  

" conqu est, subjugation  and ex p ro p r ia tio n , " or fo r  the b a ttle  "against
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th e  fo r c e s  of e v il  and th e pagan w orld . " In o p p o sitio n  to  the f ir s t  

v ie w , it  can  be poin ted  out that G aw ain g a in s  a va lu a b le  a lly  for  

A rth u r 's  im p e r ia l is t ic  w ar of a g g r e s s io n  a g a in st M etz, an a lly  through  

w h ose h elp  the c ity  m e e ts  i t s  fa te . But the sce n e  d oes not r e f le c t  in  

i t s  p u r p o s e le s s n e s s  the fa c t that A r th u r 's  w ar h a s  b eco m e  unlaw ful, 

fo r  the r e s u lt  i s  the c o n v e rs io n  of a g r ea t P ayn im  and th u s a trium ph  

for  C h r is tia n ity , th e h ig h es t  a im  of A r th u r 's  cam paign .

The fu nction  o f the s c e n e , r a th er , i s  to  d eve lop  th e  fig u re  of 

G aw ain who i s  n e ith er  an opp osing  fo r c e  to  A rth u r, nor a r e f le c t io n  of 

what i s  w rong w ith  A r th u r 's  cam p aign , but i s  a tr a g ic  fig u re  in  h is  

own r igh t. T he poet fo llo w s  th e rom an ce  tr a d it io n s  in  m ak ing G aw ain  

the g r e a te s t  o f A r th u r 's  kn ights and h is  ch ie f su p p ort, but h e  a lte r s  

th e stand ard  N o rth ern  p o r tra y a l of h im  in  a cco rd a n ce  w ith h is  own  

th e m e s . We s e e  l i t t le  o f G aw ain 's tra d itio n a l c o u r te sy , m ild n e s s  of 

sp e e c h , or d e fe r e n c e . N o k in dly  w ord s a re  exch anged  b etw een  him  

and P r ia m u s , nor d o es  he bring  h im  to  A r th u r 's  court by fr ien d ly  

p e r su a s io n  but ra th er  by  hard b lo w s , and th e a ttra c tio n  of h is  w o r ld ­

w ide fa m e . L o y a lty  to A rth u r, w hich  i s  so  im p ortan t in  the oth er  

w o rk s, i s  o f param ount va lu e  h e r e , but it i s  e x p r e s s e d  in  d eed s of 

v a lo r , not in  m a rry in g  a hag or tak ing up a C h r is tm a s  g a m e . In a 

s e n s e ,  the poet h a s  c a r r ie d  the N orthern  p r o c e s s  one s tep  fu rth er , 

and, in  rem o v in g  m o s t  of the c o u r t lin e s s  le ft  in  the N orth ern  im a g e  of 

G aw ain, en d s up w ith  a r e a l i s t ic  p ic tu re  of the knight p r im a r ily  a s  a 

figh tin g  m an .
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F in la y  son  i s  c er ta in ly  c o r r e c t  in  o b serv in g  that G aw ain  

r e p r e s e n ts  the th em e  of r e c k le s s  b r a v e ry  that c a u se s  h is  death and 

la te r  A r th u r 's . *49 In the landing at D over h is  b o ld n ess  b e c o m e s  e x ­

c e s s iv e  and c o s t s  h im  e v e r la s t in g  fa m e. B ut, un like A rth u r, who  

d ie s  condem ning ch ild ren  to  death, G aw ain 's fa ll  e l ic i t s  an e le g y  that 

i s  one of the m o s t  m ov in g  p a s s a g e s  in  the ro m a n ce  and i s  a tr ib u te  to  

h is  ch a ra c ter  and im p o rta n ce:

"H ere e s  the hope o f m y  h e le :  m y  happynge of a r m e s .
My h er te  and m y  h ard yn es; h a le  one hym  len g ed e ,
My c o n c e ll , m y  com forth e: that kep id e m yn  h e r te .
Of a l l  kn ygh tes the kynge: that undir C r is te  life d e ,
Thou w as w orthy to  be kyng: thofe I the co r  own b a re .
My w e le  and m y  w irch ip e: of th is  w e r ld er ic h e
W as w onnen thourghe S ir  G aw ayne: and thourghe h is  w itt one. "

( v s s .  3958 -64 )

L ike R oland , h is  ch ie f v ir tu e  i s  a ls o  h is  dow nfall, but th is

sa m e  v ir tu e , r e c k le s s  darin g , i s  the m o s t  p r iz ed  N o rth ern  qu ality ,

e ith e r  in  r e a l l i f e ,  a s  w ith  H otspu r, or  in  l ite r a tu r e , a s  in  Sir

D eg rev a n t. But G aw ain 's death i s  m o s t  p a r tic u la r ly  r e m in isc e n t  of

T he B ru ce  and the death o f J a m es  D ou g las, w h ose  r e la t io n sh ip  w ith

1 cn
K ing R ob ert i s  m u ch  lik e  that o f G aw ain 's to  A rthur. A ll through  

The B ru ce  w e s e e  the b ra v ery  and r e c k le s s n e s s  o f D ou glas and, ju st 

lik e  G aw ain, he m e e ts  h is  death a g a in st S a ra cen s  b e c a u se  in  the r a sh ­

n e s s  of h is  head lon g charge he h as a llow ed  h im s e lf  to  be cut off from  

the m a in  arm y . T he s im ila r ity  of the death s c e n e s  o f A r th u r 's  to  

E d w ard 's and G aw ain 's to  D ou glas' m igh t in d ica te  a p r e v io u s ly  un­

su sp e c te d  link  b etw een  the tw o w o rk s. But what i s  far  m o r e  im portant
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i s  that w e s e e  a s im ila r  outlook at w ork on e ith e r  s id e  of the b ord er , 

and an a d m ira tio n  of b o ld n e ss  on the b a ttle fie ld  in  the h is to r y , h i s ­

to r ic a l l it e r a tu r e , and ro m a n ces  of the N orth .

G aw ain, th en , is  n e ith er  a sa in tly  w a r r io r , nor a fo il  to  

A rthur. H is p a r ticu la r  v ir tu e s  in  th is  ro m a n ce  a re  p r e c is e ly  th o se  

th e  N orth  va lu ed  m o s t . Y et our p oet i s  too  m uch of a r e a l i s t  to  

lig h tly  ad m ire  th is  v ir tu e . He i s  aw are that b o ld n ess  d o es  not a lw a y s  

w ork. H otspur ga in ed  m u ch  g lo r y  through h is  daring but h is  r e fu sa l  

to  w ait for h is  fa th er  at S h rew sb ury  brought on h is  own death , ju st a s  

J a m e s  D ouglas' im p etu o s ity  led  to  h is  death. The p o e t's  p r e se n ta tio n  

of G aw ain i s  fu lly  consonant w ith  h is  r e a lism ; he s e e s  the draw backs  

a s  w e ll a s  the v ir tu e s  of b o ld n e ss , ju st a s  he p r e se n ts  u n flin ch in gly  

the g lo r ie s  and h o r r o r s  o f w a r . H is  G awain i s  a tr a g ic  f ig u r e , lik e  

th e  K ing, p erh ap s a fig u re  h is  au d ien ce  m igh t sy m p a th ize  w ith m o re  

e a s i ly .  G awain n e ith er  r e f le c ts  nor c o n tr a s ts  the fa ll  o f A rth u r, but 

co m p lem en ts  it; one i s  the fa ll  of a k ing, the o th er  the fa ll  of a knight 

who em b o d ies  the id e a ls  of N orth ern  ch iv a lry .

Much h a s b een  m ad e of the p o e t's  r e a l i s t ic  d e sc r ip t iv e  

a b ility , but we a r e  now ab le  to s e e  that th is  r e a lis m  g o e s  beyond  

d e scr ip tio n  to  p erh ap s th e m o st a ccu ra te  p o r tra y a l w e have of the  

ch iv a lr ic  tem p era m en t of the N orth . What h as b een  sa id  about h e r o ic  

lite r a tu r e  in g e n e r a l, that "it r e f le c t s  ra th er  than c r e a te s  the sy s te m  

of v a lu e s  it  e x p r e s s e s ,  could w e ll be app lied  to  the A llite r a t iv e  

M orte A rth u re.
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Thus the c o u r te sy  of the p oem  i s  r e a l i s t ic a l ly  N orth ern .

T h o se  who c la im  that the w ork is  w ithout c o u r te sy  fa il  to  d istin g u ish  

b etw een  the c o u r te sy  o f C ontinental ro m a n ce  and that o f N orth ern  

M iddle E n g lish  ro m a n ce . B a ttle fie ld  c o u r te sy  i s  a part of the 

A llite r a t iv e  M orte , a s  B rew er  p o in ts out, *52 for G aw ain i s  "the 

h en d este  in  haw le un dire heuene r ich e"  (v s . 3880). C o u rtesy  in  the 

poem  in v o lv es  r e la t io n sh ip s  b etw een  m en  in  b a ttle , ra th er  than b e ­

tw een  m e n  and w om en  and co rr e sp o n d s  to  th e p ic tu re  o f N orth ern  w a r ­

fa re  that F r o is s a r t  g iv e s  u s . 153

The p o rtra y a l of A rthur i s  not b a sed  on a n ation al r e jo ic in g  

in  the v ic to r ie s  o f E dw ard III, fo r  the w ork i s  far  too  la te , nor is  it  

b a sed  on w a r -w e a r in e s s , for  the poet lo v e s  b attle  too  m u ch . N or is  

it  r e la te d  s o le ly  to  fe a r s  of m o n a rc h ic a l pow er and a d e s ir e  for  

b a ro n ia l in d ep en dence; A rthur i s  fa r  too  noble fo r  that. R ath er , the  

p o rtra y a l of A rthur i s  am b iv a len t, ju st a s  the a ttitu d es of the N orth ­

ern  b aro n s to w ard s the m on arch y  w ere  a m b iva len t. In the c h a ra c ter  

of G aw ain, h is  d ed ica ted  lo y a lty , h is  rough c o u r te sy , and h is  r e c k le s s  

b r a v e ry  we d is c e r n  m o r e  c le a r ly  than in th e c o u r tlie r  G aw ain o f the 

oth er  N orth ern  w o r k s , the id e a l N orth ern  knight.

The a tm o sp h ere  of the w ork i s  p erh ap s the m o s t  r ev ea lin g  

a sp e c t  o f the nature of the N orthern  feu d al r e v iv a l. What th is  a tm o s ­

p h ere  is  h a s  b een  the ob ject of m uch c o n tr o v e rsy . Som e c r i t ic s  have  

m e r e ly  te rm ed  it h e r o ic , but th is  i s  to o  g en era l; som e c la im  that the  

w ork i s  in  the e p ic  tra d itio n  of B eow u lf, 154 ^  b e a r s  on ly  a
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su p e r fic ia l r e se m b la n c e  to  the A n g lo -S axon  or T eu ton ic  h e r o ic  code. ° 

R ath er, a s  a r ecen t c r it ic  of the w ork h a s  pointed  out, it b e lo n g s  to  the  

w orld  of th e C hanson de G este  and p erh ap s i s  c lo s e s t  in  tem p era m en t
>| r n

to  the C hanson de R oland. But the chanson  sp ir it  w a s in  e s s e n c e  

a r e f le c t io n  o f the v a lu e s  of an e a r l ie r  feud al epoch . It i s  m o s t  un­

u su a l fo r  su ch  a sen tim en t to appear in a r e a l i s t ic  w r ite r  o f the fo u r ­

teen th  cen tury . But at that t im e  the chanson  sen tim en t could only  

appear in  the N orth  o f E ngland and the b o rd er  r e g io n s  o f Scotland  

w h ere  the unique com b in ation  of th e b o rd er  w a r s  and the p rev io u s  

h is to r y  of the a r ea  brought about a s o c ie ty  w hose v a lu e s  w ere  p a r a lle l  

to  th o se  of the f ir s t  feud al a ge . T h ese  chan s o n -lik e  q u a lit ie s , w hich  

have a ls o  b een  noted  in The B r u c e , a re  a ls o  m o st c le a r ly  e x ­

p r e s s e d  in  the m o s t  r e a l i s t ic  poet of the N orth ern  sch o o l o f  M iddle  

E n g lish  rom a n ce .

One cannot com e to  any g e n e r a l c o n c lu s io n s  about the N o rth ­

ern  A rth urian  r o m a n c e s , b e c a u se , un like th e G aw ain r o m a n c e s , th ey  

do not fo cu s  on a com m on h ero  and, in d eed , the only c h a r a c te r is t ic  

th ey  sh a re  i s  d iv e r s ity . If the G aw ain r o m a n c e s  d em o n stra te  the  

h o m ogen eity  o f N orth ern  ro m a n ce , then  the A rth u rian  t a le s  d em on ­

s tr a te  i t s  h e te r o g en e ity .

T h is  d iv e r s ity  w arn s u s  a g a in st a s im p le  in terp re ta tio n  of 

N orth ern  ro m an ce  and N o rth ern  h is to r y . A rthur is  not a lw a y s an 

im p e r ia lis t ic  m en a ce ; he can be at the cen ter  of the cou rt, a s  in  

Y w ain and G aw ain or L e M orte. It i s  p o s s ib le  for  a poet to  e x p r e s s
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an a n ti-feu d a l b ia s , a s  in  L e M o rte , and s t i l l  a ch iev e  enough p o p u la r i­

ty  to  in flu en ce  w ork s w r itten  e igh ty  y e a r s  la te r . Such an a n ti-feu d a l 

b ia s  w ould not have b een  a p p rec ia ted  am ong a n o b ility  figh tin g  fo r  

th e ir  e x is te n c e , lik e  the b aro n s o f L o u is  VI and L o u is  VII. But the 

N orth ern  m a g n a tes  of th e la te  fou rteen th  and e a r ly  fifteen th  cen tu r ie s  

w ie ld ed  s o  m u ch  in flu en ce  and w e re  so  o ften  th e c h ie f  p o w ers  behind  

the th ron e that th ey  w e r e  freq u en tly  d isp o se d  to  look  fa v o ra b ly  on the  

m on arch y . A t th e sam e tim e  th ey  w ere  in  freq u en t c o n flic t, E n g lish  

b aron s a g a in st E n g lish  k in gs and S co ttish  b aro n s a g a in st S co ttish  k in g s. 

F o r  e x a m p le , the P e r c ie s  h elp ed  to  b r in g  H enryIV  to  the th ro n e , but 

w ere  in  turn  cru sh ed  by h im . T h u s, in s tea d  o f s im p le  h o s t ili ty  or  

support for  the th ro n e, th ere  i s  a m b iv a len ce , an a m b iv a len ce  e x p r e s s e d  

m o st c le a r ly  in  the A llite r a t iv e  M orte A r th u re .

In add ition  to  th is  r e f le c t io n  of the p r e v a ilin g  p o lit ic a l a t t i­

tu d es of the r eg io n , the ro m a n ces  a ll  d ea l w ith  the m a jo r  co n cern s  of 

N orth ern  so c ie ty :  p r iv a te  w ar and v en g ea n ce , a s  in  S ir P e r c y v e lle  

and S ir  D eg rev a n t; lo y a lty , a s  in  Y w ain  and G aw ain and th e S tan za ic  

M o rte , and b a ttle fie ld  c o u r te sy  and v a lo r , a s  in  the A llite r a t iv e  M orte. 

A ll a ls o  r e f le c t  the N orth ern  la n d sca p e , a lthough none a s  e x te n s iv e ly  

a s  the T a rn  W adling group , and a ll  d em o n stra te  a ttem p ts  of the poet 

to  a ch iev e  un ity , or to  im p rove  upon the s tru ctu re  of the o r ig in a l.

T he depth of the ad u lation  of G aw ain i s  s e e n  in  th o se  w ork s  

that a re  not G aw ain p o e m s , w h ere  h is  r o le  i s  enhanced  over  the  

contin en ta l tr a d it io n s . In the S tan zaic  M orte, the on ly  w ork that
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con d em n s h im , p art of the p o e t's  con cep tion  o f the h e r o  i s  d er iv ed  

fro m  the N orthern  G aw ain tra d itio n . T he n e a r ly  u n iv e r sa l r e s p e c t  

a cco rd ed  the c h a r a c ter  o v er  a p er io d  of 150 y e a r s  r e v e a ls  the s tren g th  

and p e r v a s iv e n e s s  of the N o rth ern  tra d itio n .

In the h is to r ic a l  tra d itio n  o f the N orth  w e can  p e r c e iv e  why  

A rth u rian  ro m an ce  should  be so  fa v o red  o v er  a ll  o th er  ty p e s . A rthur  

i s  a B r it is h  h ero  w ith  N orth ern  a s s o c ia t io n s  w h ose  c h ie f  knight is  

s p e c if ic a l ly  N o rth ern . A ls o , in  the con tin en ta l o r ig in a ls , A rthur  

r a r e ly  p la y s  a c en tra l r o le ,  le a v in g  the m a in  fo cu s  to  the e x p lo its  of 

h is  k n igh ts, a su b jec t m o re  co n gen ia l to  p ro v in c ia l b a ro n s than the 

e x p lo its  of k in g s. A rthur i s  th u s both B r it is h  and N orth ern , n ation a l 

and lo c a l ,  m o n a rc h ic a l and b a ro n ia l. O nly the b road  ran ge o f  

A rth u rian  lite r a tu r e  gave th e N orth ern  p o e ts  th e ch o ice  of m a te r ia l  

that th ey  could  adapt to  the in t e r e s t s  and co n cern s  o f the b a ro n s and 

th e ir  r e t in u e s  who m ad e up the bulk of th e ir  a u d ien ce .
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It i s  p erh ap s p o s s ib le  to  conclude th is  study of N orth ern  

ro m an ce  w ith a ten ta tiv e  sk etch  o f it s  b eg in n in g s , d eve lop m en t and  

d eca y  in Scotland and E ngland. The d e ta ils  o f th is  h is to r y  a r e  of 

n e c e s s ity  b lu rred  by the p au city  of the r e m a in s . O nly one w ork , The  

A w n ty rs , e x is t s  in  m o re  th an  a few  M S S ., and w e m u st a ssu m e  the 

lo s s  of m any ro m a n ces  that w ould at the v e r y  le a s t  h ave im p ro v ed  our 

un derstan d ing  o f the N orth ern  sch o o l, and, m o r e  r e g r e tta b ly , m igh t 

have equaled  so m e  of i t s  i l lu s tr io u s  p ro d u cts. N e v e r th e le s s ,  w e can  

d isc e r n  a g e n e r a l p a ttern  in  the h is to r y  of N orth ern  r o m a n ce , and w e  

can a ls o  o b serv e  that th is  p a ttern  i s  consonant w ith  the p a ttern  o f the  

feu d al r e v iv a l of the N orth .

The fa c t that the e a r ly  w o rk s of the sch o o l a re  in  ta il-r h y m e  

and that ta il-r h y m e  r em a in s  a dom inant form  in  N orth ern  rom an ce  

w ould su g g e st  that the N orth  o w es so m e of i t s  tr a d it io n s  to  the E a st  

M idlands sch o o l. The C h arlem agn e r o m a n c e s , T he Sege of M elayne  

and S ir  O tu el, a re  p erh ap s lin k s . B oth a re  r e la te d  to  the E a st M id­

land s sc h o o l, but both show  the in flu en ce  of the N o rth ern  outlook.

T he Sege in  p a r ticu la r  can be v iew ed  a s  a lin k . A lthough it 

d ates fro m  a la te r  p er io d , it  c le a r ly  e x p r e s s e s  N orth ern  th em es  in  a 

n o n -N orth ern  g e n r e . A lrea d y  the v ig o r  of the N orth  h a s  tr a n sfo rm ed  

a w ork of a w orn  out sch o o l into a l iv e ly  and fo r c e fu l ro m a n ce . The  

h o s t ili ty  b etw een  the B ish o p  and the K ing and the a m b iva len t p r e s e n ­

ta tion  of C h arlem agn e, who i s  both cra v en  and h e r o , r e f le c t s  the  

N orth ern  trea tm en t of A rth ur. The ch iv a lry  o f the w ork , b a sed
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m a in ly  on b a ttle fie ld  p r o w e ss , i s  a ls o  ty p ic a lly  N o rth ern . I ts  p o s s ib le  

link  w ith  the b a ttle  of N e v il le 's  C r o ss  and w ith the p o lit ic a l s itu a tio n  

in  the p a la tin a te  of D urham  i s  a touch  o f N orth ern  lo c a lis m .

Y et, in  m any w a y s, the w ork d if fe r s  fro m  N orth ern  A rthurian  

ro m a n ce . Its  h e r o e s  a re  con tin en ta l, not B r it is h , and the poet m a k es  

no attem p t to  A n g lic iz e  th em . The S a ra cen s  a re  f a c e le s s  e n e m ie s  who 

fa ll  in h o rd es  b e fo r e  the sw ord  o f B ish op  T urpin . U nity i s  not a p ­

p aren t in  th e work; it i s  tru e  that the ta le  i s  in c o m p le te , but one ca n ­

not s e n se  the b eg in n in gs o f any c le a r  s tr u c tu r e . N or, o u tsid e  of its  

v ig o ro u s  m e te r  and a llite r a tio n , i s  th ere  any a w a r e n e ss  o f N o rth ern  

p o e tic  con ven tion s; d e scr ip tio n  i s  lim ite d  and the topograp hy i s  

g e n e r a liz e d .

The Sege th us r e f le c t s  the tr a d it io n s  of both the E a st  M id­

lan d s and th e N orth ern  s c h o o ls , but, for  r e a so n s  e a r l ie r  d is c u s se d ,  

m o st N orth ern  p o e ts  e sc h e w ed  the C aro lin g ian  m a te r ia l fo r  the far  

m o r e  co n gen ia l A rth u rian  tra d itio n . T he e a r l ie s t  w ork s o f that t r a ­

d ition  a re  S ir  P e r c y v e l le  and Y w ain  and G aw ain. A s w e have noted  

a b ove , S ir  P e r c y v e lle  u s e s  so m e  of th e  N orth ern  tr a d it io n s  but r e ­

f le c t s  only s lig h tly  the id e a ls  or  the r e a l i t ie s  o f N o rth ern  s o c ie ty .

Y w ain  and G aw ain i s  m o re  p u re ly  N o rth ern , ex ce p t for  i t s  ra th er  

o ld -fa sh io n ed  m e te r  and it s  c lo se  r e lia n c e  on a C ontinental o r ig in a l.

Sh ortly  a fter  the co m p o sitio n  of Y w ain  and G aw ain c o m e s  

what can  only be te r m ed  the f lo w er in g  of the N orth ern  sc h o o l, a 

p er io d  of som e fif ty  y e a r s  that produ ced  tw o of th e  g r e a te s t  w o rk s of
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M iddle E n g lish  lite r a tu r e  and at le a s t  f iv e  o th ers  that hold  an e s te e m e d  

p la c e  in  the corp u s o f M iddle E n g lish  ro m a n ce .

But co in c id en ta l w ith th is  flo w er in g  is  the h ighpoint of the 

N orth ern  feud al r e v iv a l . The y e a r s  1375-1425  w e re  a p er iod  w hen the  

N o rth ern  b aron s dom inated  E n g lish  p o li t ic s ,  w h ere  the P e r c ie s  could  

topp le one th ron e, and s e v e r e ly  shake another and y e t be fo r g iv e n  

w ith in  a d ecad e. It w as a ls o  a tim e  of b itter  b ord er  co n flic t, c u lm i­

nating in  O tterbu rn , the p arad igm  of the N orth ern  c h iv a lr ic  e x p e r ie n c e . 

We la ck  su ffic ien t ev id en ce  to  connect any of th e se  r o m a n c e s  to  the 

g r ea t ev en ts  of th e N orth , but w e have b een  able to  d is c e r n  congruent 

ou tlook s in the h is to r y  and lite r a tu r e  of the reg ion .

A ll of the w o rk s  of the f lo w er in g  a re  G awain r o m a n c e s , w ith  

the ex cep tio n  of the ta n gen tia l S ir  D egrevan t and the a ll ite r a t iv e  and 

s ta n z a ic  v e r s io n s  of the death of A rthur. Such a num ber of r o m a n c e s  

b a sed  on a s in g le  ch a r a c ter  is  c le a r  ev id en ce  o f the u n ified  outlook  

that could  on ly  be th e r e su lt  of a sch o o l of p o etry . G awain w as c e le ­

b ra ted , not b e c a u se  he w a s the su b ject of a now lo s t  in su la r  ro m a n ce , 

but b e c a u se  he em bod ied  the a rch a ic  id e a ls  of the s o c ie ty  of the reg io n , 

and, in  h is  tra d itio n a l N orth ern  a s s o c ia t io n s , s a t is f ie d  the p ro v in c ia l  

ta s t e s  of h is  au d ien ce . T he tw o A rth u rian  w ork s of the flo w er in g  owe 

m uch to  the G aw ain trad ition ; the S tan zaic  M orte, for  i t s  d evelop m en t  

of it s  cen tra l ch a ra cter  L a n ce lo t, and the A llite r a t iv e  M o rte , for  i t s  

ex a lta tio n  of the h ero .

W ithin th e se  G awain w orks i s  a s m a lle r  group that m igh t be
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te r m e d  the T arn  W adling r o m a n c e s . T h e se  w o rk s  a r e  c h a r a c ter iz ed  

by a sp e c ia l fea tu re : th ey  a ll  r e fe r  to  a s p e c if ic  lo ca tio n , C a r lis le ,  

the n o w -f il le d - in  T arn  W adling and Inglew ood fo r e s t .  W orks of th is  

group in c lu d e  The A vow ynge o f A rth u r , G aw ain and the C arl of 

C a r l is le , The A w n tyrs of A rthur, and the lo s t  N o rth ern  o r ig in a l of The 

W eddynge o f S ir  G aw ain. W hile th e ir  q u a lity , s ty le ,  and th em es  v a ry  

c o n s id era b ly , in th e ir  p r e c is e  r e fe r e n c e s  to  p la c e  th ey  d em on stra te  

a com m on  k in sh ip . We la ck  fu rth er  ev id en ce  for the nature or lo c a tio n  

of th is  l i t e r a r y  c en te r , but th e co n s id era b le  num ber of ro m a n ces  from  

a s m a ll a r e a  o v er  a sh o rt p er io d  of tim e  t e s t i f i e s  to the p r e se n c e  of 

som e so r t  of c en ter  of ro m an ce  produ ction . A lm o st a l l  N orthern  

r o m a n c e s  m ake u se  o f lo c a l c o lo r , but the T arn  W adling w ork s in  

p a r tic u la r  point up the e ffe c t  of N orth ern  top ograp h y on the w ork s of 

that reg io n .

At the sa m e  tim e  that ro m an ce  w r itin g  f lo u r ish e d  in  the N orth  

of E ngland it a ls o  f lo w e r ed  in  Scotland . A ga in  w e fa ce  a p rob lem  of 

the a b se n c e  of t e x ts ,  fo r  th er e  a re  no e a r ly  S c o tt ish  ro m a n ces;

B arb our is  the f ir s t  v o ic e . P erh a p s  b e c a u se  he w as the f ir s t  he ow es  

l it t le  to  the ta il-r h y m e  or a ll ite r a t iv e  tr a d it io n s  o f th e o th er s id e  of 

the b ord er  and u s e s  the o ld er  o c to sy lla b ic  c o u p le ts  fo rm . But i f  h is  

s ty le  i s  not N o rth ern , h is  th e m e s  a re; in fa c t he i s  our b e s t  link  b e ­

tw een  the h is to r y  and the lite r a tu r e  of the N orth . H is  h is to r ic a l a c c u ­

r a c y  c le a r ly  p r o v e s  the r e a lity  of the c h iv a lr ic  id e a ls  of the a r ea , 

w h ile  h is  th em a tic  un ity , h is  concep t of c o u r te sy , and h is  r e a l i s t ic



280

app roach  to  w ar and b o ld n e ss  ech o  h is  near con tem p o ra ry  on the o th er  

s id e  of th e  b o rd er , the A llite r a t iv e  M orte p oet.

We a r e  at le a s t  aw are of the e x is te n c e  of lo s t  r o m a n c e s  

a fter  B arb our. F ro m  A ndrew  of W yntoun w e le a r n  o f "H ucheon of )>e 

A ule R e a lle , " who "made a g r e t g e s te  of A r tu r e / And ]?e A w ntyr of 

G aw ane/ Oe p is t i l  a ls  of su et S u san e. "* Dunbar, in  h is  L am en t for  

the M akers r e f e r s  to  the "C lerk of tran en t e ik  he h e s  ta n e / That m aid  

the A n tery s of G aw ain. T h e se  tw o  r e fe r e n c e s  have p rom p ted  co n ­

s id e ra b le  s c h o la r ly  in v e s tig a tio n  and c o n tr o v e r sy , but have la r g e ly  

p roven  to  be b lind a l le y s .   ̂ A lthough The P i s t i l  of Susan  i s  s t i l l  e x ­

tant we cannot r ea so n a b ly  id en tify  any su rv iv in g  ro m a n ce  w ith e ith e r  

the A n tery s  of G aw ain or the G reat G est of A rth u r . A ll that w e can  

g le a n  from  th e se  r e fe r e n c e s  i s  that th er e  w ere  N orth ern  r o m a n c e s  

that have s in c e  d isa p p ea red  that fo cu sed  on A rthur and G aw ain and 

w e re  w ritten  in  the p er io d  1 3 7 5 -1 4 2 5 . That a S co ttish  p oet w ould  

w rite  a "gest"  o f A rthur i s  fu rth er  p ro o f that the h o s t il i ty  o f the 

S co ttish  c h r o n ic le r s  to w ard s A rthur w as notab ly  ab sen t in  the r o ­

m a n c e s  that w ere  m o tiv a ted  by ch iv a lry , not n a tio n a lism .

We can su p p ose  the e x is te n c e  of o th er , now lo s t ,  S co ttish  

w o rk s, fo r  G o la g ro s  and G aw ain, a la te r  ro m a n ce  from  th e 1 4 6 0 s, 

p r e s e r v e s  the b e s t  q u a lit ie s  of the N orthern  sch o o l and i s  one of its  

f in e s t  a c h ie v em en ts . Our d e ta ils  of co n tem p orary  w o rk s a re  sca n ty , 

but from  the ev id en t in flu en ce  of N orth ern  A rth u rian  ro m an ce  t r a ­

d itio n s on Rauf C o i^ e a r , w hich  w as w ritten  in  the 1 4 4 0 s, the g en re
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contin ued  to  flo u r ish  in  Scotland until the th ird  q u arter  of the fifteen th  

cen tu ry .

We p o s s e s s  no c le a r  in d ica tion  of the end o f the N orth ern  

tr a d it io n  in  E ngland. A fter  The A vow ynge, w hich w as com p osed  

around 1425, the ro m a n ces  s im p ly  com e to  an end. The p rob lem  again  

m a y  w e ll  be th e a b sen ce  of t e x t s ,  s in c e  the T hornton M S ., our ch ie f  

so u r ce  of N orth ern  ro m a n ce , d a tes from  only 1430. ^

The la s t  E n g lish  ro m an ce  in  a N orth ern  d ia lec t i s  S co ttish  

F fie ld . The w ork , the la s t  a ll ite r a t iv e  poem  com p osed  in  E ngland, 

w a s w r itten  in  1515 and co m m em m o ra te s  th e B a ttle  of F lodd en . ® The  

fa c t that the poem  fo c u s e s  on the r o le  of the H ouse of S tan ley  i s  c lea r  

ev id e n c e  for  the e x is te n c e  and su r v iv a l o f l i t e r a r y  p atron age by the 

g rea t b a ro n ia l fa m ilie s  of the N orth . Y et the tra d itio n s  of N orth ern  r o ­

m a n ce  a r e  not apparent h e r e , and w h ile  so m e of the b a ttle  d e sc r ip t io n s  

a r e  l iv e ly ,  i t s  trea tm en t of the S co ts  a s  f a c e le s s  e n e m ie s  in d ic a te s  

that it i s  a product of a N a tio n a list , not c h iv a lr ic , outlook.

We have co n sid era b ly  m o re  ev id en ce  about the end o f the  

N orth ern  sch o o l in  Scotland. A lthough the S co ttish  cou rt w as ap p aren t­

ly  attuned to  the N o rth ern  outlook at the t im e  of B arb ou r , the t r a ­

d itio n s o f the South, and of the C ontinent, b eca m e m uch m o re  im p ortant, 

and the bulk o f the extant p o etry  of fifteen th  cen tu ry  Scotland h a s lit t le  

to  do w ith  N orth ern  ro m a n ce . We have o b serv ed  that L a n celo t o f the  

L aik and The W a lla ce , w ork s of tw o court p o e ts , a re  cut off from  lo c a l  

tr a d it io n s . In The W a lla ce , the E n g lish  a re  tr e a c h e r o u s  v il la in s
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a g a in st whom  any ta c t ic  of w ar i s  ju stified , w h ile  in  the L a n celo t the  

m a jo r  co n cern s  are  court and in tern a tio n a l p o li t ic s .  The fa c t that 

n e ith er  of them  i s  m uch of a l it e r a r y  a ch iev em en t i l lu s tr a te s  how  

in ap p rop riate  the tra d itio n s  o f the S co ttish  cou rt p o e ts  w ere  to  the 

g en re  of c h iv a lr ic  ro m a n ce .

The N orth continued to  be an a r ea  of co n sid era b le  l i t e r a r y  

produ ction  during the next tw o  hundred y e a r s ;  so m e  o f the w ork s of 

th is  p er iod  a re  b e tter  known today than any of the r o m a n c e s . But th is  

cr e a tiv ity  w as in  the form  o f b a lla d s  and r e p r e se n te d  an e n tir e ly  d if­

fe r en t e s th e t ic  and s e n s ib ility . To be su r e , th ere  a r e  s im ila r  th em es  

of v en g ea n ce  and con flictin g  lo y a lt ie s ,  p r iv a te  w a rfa re  and h e r o ic  

d ea th s, but th ere  i s  a ls o  lo v e  and the su p ern a tu ra l. F u rth erm o re  the 

th em e of c h iv a lr ic  id e a ls  in  action  h a s  p a sse d  aw ay. In the m o st  

b a ro n ia l of the w o r k s , T he Hunting of the C h ev io t, the c h iv a lr ic  u t te r ­

a n c e s  o f the f ig u r e s  in v o lv ed  have b ecom e id e a l is t ic  p o s tu r e s , not 

r e f le c t io n s  of the r e a l i t ie s  o f b ord er  w a rfa re  o f the fou rteen th  cen tury . 

S im ila r ly , the b a lla d s' ro m a n tic  trea tm en t of life  i s  not a p art of the  

N orth ern  ro m a n ce  s e n s ib ility . In th e ir  a b sen ce  of the b a ro n ia l sp ir it ,  

th en , w e m u st conclude that the au d ien ce  o f the b a lla d s  w as not the  

au d ien ce  of N orth ern  ro m a n ce , for  th e  b ord er  b aro n s had e ith e r  lo s t  

th e ir  p r o v in c ia lity  or  had d isa p p ea red . ®

We can  thus a s s ig n  so m e  rough d a tes for th e  N orth ern  sch o o l:  

i t s  e a r l ie s t  produ ction  i s  S ir  P e r c y v e l le , w r itten  around 1330, and it s  

la s t  i s  G o la g ro s and G aw ain, com p o sed  around 1460. T h e se  d a tes ,
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h o w e v e r , a ls o  r e p r e se n t  the span  of the feud al r e n a is s a n c e  of the 

N orth . It w a s  on ly  a fter  B annockburn that E ngland r e s o r te d  to  m e a n s  

of lo c a l d e fen ce  and that R obert began  to  r e - in tr o d u c e  fe u d a lism . The 

W ars of the R o s e s , b e s id e s  d ec im atin g  the n o b ility  o f the N orth , and 

u lt im a te ly  d estro y in g  th e ir  m il ita r y  p ow er , a ls o  probab ly  s e r v e d  to  

b reak  down the p r o v in c ia lity  of the m a g n a te s , although probab ly  not 

that of th e ir  r e ta in e r s , and sp e lle d  the end of in d igen ou s ro m a n ce  t r a ­

d itio n s . In S cotlan d , the flo w er in g  of the court p o e ts  oversh ad ow ed  

the N orth ern  sch o o l; n e v e r th e le s s ,  the tra d itio n  su rv iv ed  at le a s t  

un til 1460. We can p erh ap s su r m is e  that la te r , now lo s t ,  r o m a n c e s  

w ere  co m p o sed , but e v en  th is  tra d itio n  ca m e to  an  end at F lod d en  

f ie ld , w h ich , in  it s  s la u g h ter  of the B o rd er  b a ro n s of Scotlan d , sp e lle d  

the end of the N o rth ern  tra d itio n  of ro m a n ce .

The feu d al r e v iv a l , then , i s  in e x tr ic a b ly  con n ected  to  the  

r o m a n c e s  o f the N orth , and a long w ith  the e a r l ie r  h is to r y  of the r eg io n  

shaped  th e n atu re  of th e l it e r a r y  f lo w er in g  of the a rea . F o r  one 

q u a lity  apparent in  N o rth ern  h is to r y  u n til the In d u str ia l R evo lu tion , 

and ev en  beyond, i s  the a r e a 's  iso la t io n . That the r eg io n  w as in  la r g e  

m e a su r e  cut o ff fro m  the lite r a tu r e  of the r e s t  of B r ita in  s u r e ly  w as  

an im p ortan t fa c to r  in  i t s  d evelop m en t o f i t s  own p o e tic  tr a d it io n s . At 

the sa m e  t im e , i t s  cu ltu ra l iso la t io n  and b a ck w a rd n ess  m ad e the aud­

ie n c e  m o r e  r e c e p t iv e  to  o ld er  s to r ie s  and lo c a l le g en d s  and tr a d it io n s .

T h is  c o n se r v a t ism , en d em ic  to  the r e g io n  e v en  b e fo re  the 

feu d a l r e v iv a l , m ad e for  co n s id era b le  u n ifo rm ity  am ong the a r t is t s .
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P o e t ic  con ven tion s once e s ta b lish e d  endure fo r  150 y e a r s ;  a ttitu d es

to w a rd s c er ta in  c h a r a c te r s  lik e  G aw ain and A rthur a re  un iform , and

c o n c er n s  se e m  to  r em a in  lo c a l. C ontinental s o u r c e s  a r e  g iv e n  a

lo c a l se ttin g  to  be m o r e  p a la tab le  to  the a u d ien ce  and to  the r o m a n c e r s .

T h u s, A rthur b e c o m e s  a N orth ern  king, hunting in  Inglew ood fo r e s t ,

ho ld ing  court at C a r lis le  and d ea lin g  w ith  the b a ro n s of the reg io n .

We m igh t ca u tio u sly  o b se rv e  that the nature o f the land i t s e l f

h e lp ed  to  d eterm in e  so m e  of the u n iqu ely  N orth ern  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  of

to p o g ra p h ica l p r e c is io n  and r e fe r e n c e  to  the w ea th er . The la n d sca p e ,

p a r tic u la r ly  of C um berland , s t i l l  a ttr a c ts  v is i t o r s  and it i s  d ifficu lt

to  w r ite  r o m a n c e s  during a N o rth ern  w in ter  that take p la c e  only in  the

con ven tion a l sp r in g  se ttin g . Of c o u r se  the N orth ern  r o m a n c e rs  w ere

by no m e a n s  nature p o e ts , but th ey  w ere  aw are of th e ir  so m e tim e s

in c lem en t su rrou n d in gs.

Som e support fo r  th is  notion  of the e ffe c t  of the land on the

r o m a n c e s  can be found in  a s im ila r  e ffe c t  on the b a lla d s , w hich

ap p aren tly  owe l i t t le  to  the N orth ern  sch o o l. In the b a lla d s  w e find

m in u te to p ograp h ica l r e f e r e n c e s ,  w h ile  what h a s  b een  sa id  about th e ir

trea tm en t of the w ea th er , that th ey  "convey to the m o d ern  r ea d er  the

in sta n t co n v iction  of so m eth in g  that the c e n tu r ie s  have in  no way  

f i 7changed , could a ls o  be app lied  to  the r o m a n c e s . We m u st not fo r ­

get that C um berland, four hundred y e a r s  la te r , produ ced  E nglan d 's  

outstan din g nature p oet.

T hus the p r e v io u s  h is to r y  of the N orth , i t s  iso la t io n , i t s
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b a ck w ard n ess and i t s  lo c a tio n , a ll  p r e d isp o se d  the r eg io n  to  c rea te  its  

own d is tin c tiv e  lite r a tu r e . But the a sp e c ts  o f th is  d is t in c t iv e  n e s s  w ere  

in la r g e  m e a su r e  shaped  by the a s p e c ts  of the s o c ie ty  that a r o se  a s  a 

r e s u lt  o f the A n g lo -S c o ttish  w a rs .

We have o b se rv e d  that the c h a r a c te r is t ic  fea tu re  of th is  

s o c ie ty  w as the r e v ita liz a t io n  of i t s  feudal e le m e n ts :  a retu rn  to  

m ilita r y  s e r v ic e  in  exch an ge fo r  land , a p a r tia l r esu m p tio n  o f p r iv a te , 

or at le a s t  b a ro n ia l, w a r fa r e , and a trem en d o u s grow th in the pow er  

of the N orthern  m a g n a te s . T he grow th  o f fe u d a lism  and th e continual 

w a rfa re  that rack ed  the reg io n  m ean t that "feudal ch iva lry"  w as again  

a p r a c tic a l req u irem en t. P a in te r  p o in ts out how in feu d al ch iv a lry  

c la s s  so lid a r ity  i s  m o r e  im portant than n ation a l in te r e s t ,  ® but the 

phenom enon i s  ev en  m o r e  apparent in th e N orth . In the H undred Y e a r s  

w ar F ren ch m en  rem a in ed  F ren ch m en  and E n g lish m en  rem a in ed  

E n g lish m e n , but the b ord er  w a r s  freq u en tly  le d  to  a l l ia n c e s  b etw een  

E n glish m an  and Scot a g a in st one or the o th e r 's  m o n a rch . C h iva lry  is  

not a gam e in  the N orth , fo r  th ere  a re  no to u rn a m en ts  or p la y  figh ts;  

the b a ttle s  of the r eg io n  a re  m ark ed  by th e ir  fe r o c ity , s in c e  m e n  w ere  

figh ting  for  th e ir  own p ro p erty . But fa ir  d ea lin g  and c h iv a lr ic  t r e a t ­

m en t w a s n e c e s s a r y  in  d ea lin g  w ith  a foe  who could e a s i ly  b eco m e  a 

valued  a lly . A rch ib a ld  D ou g las, H o tsp u r's  p r iso n e r  at H om ildoun  

H ill, b eca m e  h is  a lly  a g a in st H enry IV. Y e t, at the sam e t im e , a 

group of F ren ch  kn ights in  Scotland com p la in ed  b e c a u se  th e  r eg io n  

w as too  poor to  p erm it the e la b o ra te  a r t if ic e s  of ch iv a lry  that they had



286

b een  u sed  to  on the C ontinent. ®

A t a t im e , th en , w hen m on ey  p aym en ts had r ep la ce d  knight 

s e r v ic e ,  w hen w ar w as b eco m in g  n a tion a l and ch iv a lry  a p lea sa n t  

p a s tim e , the N orth  i s  c h a r a c te r iz e d  by a retu rn  to  knight s e r v ic e ,  a 

rea p p ea ra n ce  of b a ro n ia l w a rfa re  and the concep t of ch iv a lry  a s  a 

n e c e s s a r y  q u a lity  fo r  the d ea lin g s  o f the n ob ility . T h is  p r a c tic a l  

ch iv a lry  ex c lu d ed , a s  w e have le a rn ed  from  F r o is s a r t ,  lad y  w orsh ip  

and the ch iv a lry  o f co u rtly  lo v e . R e lig io u s  ch iv a lry  a ls o  d o es  not 

en ter  the p ic tu re . A lthough som e of the n o b les  w ith N orth ern  a s s o c i ­

a tio n s , lik e  H enry of L a n c a ster , fought by the s id e  o f the T eu ton ic  

k n igh ts, th e  e x ig e n c ie s  of b ord er d e fen se  d e fe r re d  su ch  cru sad in g  for  

m o s t . T hus the B ru ce  w a s fr u s tr a te d  in  h is  w ish  to reca p tu re  th e  

H oly S ep u lch re  and J a m e s  D o u g la s , who did fa ll  a g a in st the M oors, 

could go cru sa d in g  on ly  w hen th ere  w as a lu ll in  the A n g lo -S co ttish  

h o s t i l i t ie s .  T he c lo is te r  and the b ed ro o m , w hich  tr a n sfo r m e d  

ch iv a lry  e ls e w h e r e , ^  w e re  not fa c to r s  in N o rth ern  ch iv a lry .

T he ex ten t to  w h ich  the c h iv a lr ic  lite r a tu r e  of the N orth  r e ­

fle c te d  actu a l c h iv a lr ic  p r a c t is e s  i s  not g erm an e to  our study. We 

have o b serv ed  s e v e r a l  c o rr e sp o n d e n c e s  b etw een  c h iv a lr ic  b eh av ior  

and the r o m a n c e s , w h ile  the life  o f D avid L in d sa y  i s  a s  noble and  

cou rteo u s a s  any of the p o r tr a its  of G aw ain. But w a rfa re  w as  

probably a s  b a rb a r ic  and b e tra y a l a s  com m on  a s  anyw here e ls e  in  

m e d ie v a l E u rop e. H ow ev er , m o re  im p ortant than the nature of the  

h is to r ic a l  p r a c t is e s ,  w h ich  i s  the ta sk  of the s o c ia l  h is to r ia n , a re
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the d is tin c tiv e  id e a ls  c h e r ish e d  by N orth ern  so c ie ty , and w e s e e  th ese  

v a lu e s  m ir r o r e d  in  the lite r a tu r e  of th e reg io n .

P a in te r , in  h is  d is c u s s io n  of feu d a l ch iv a lry , l i s t s  i t s  ch ie f  

v ir tu e s  a s  p r o w e ss , lo y a lty , g e n e r o s ity  and c o u r te sy , the la s t  being  

confin ed  to r e la t io n sh ip s  b etw een  k n igh ts. ^  But th ese  sam e v ir tu e s  

a re  at the cen ter  of N orth ern  ro m an ce  and a re  em b od ied  in  th e  p o r ­

tr a y a l of G aw ain. V a lor  is  the b a s is  of a ll  the o th er s , but th e r o ­

m a n c e r s ' a w a r e n e ss  of the d a n gers of an e x c e s s  of v a lo r , of too m uch  

b o ld n e ss , i s  due to  th e ir  o b serv a tio n  of the ev en ts  of th e  N orth  and to  

th e ir  r e a l i s t ic  ap p roach . C o u rtesy  b e c o m e s  broadened  to  in clu d e  

d e feren ce  to , and c o n s id e ra tio n  of, w om en , s tr a n g e r s , and com m on  

p eo p le , but it i s  s t i l l  n e ith er  r e lig io u s  nor lo v e -o r ie n te d . G en ero s ity  

i s  e x p r e s s e d  in  the h o sp ita lity  o ffered  s tr a n g e r s , or in  the la r g e s s  of 

S ir  D egrevan t. It, a lon g  w ith c o u r te sy , a p p ea rs  in  the m o t if  of the  

N oble A d v ersa ry  that p e r m e a te s  N orth ern  ro m a n ce . O f a l l  th ese  

v ir tu e s  the m o st  im p ortan t i s  tro u th e , the v ir tu e  n e c e s s a r y  for the  

su r v iv a l of s o c ie ty  and the m o st  c h a r a c te r is t ic  of G aw ain in  h is  r e ­

la tio n sh ip  to  h is  k ing. At the sam e t im e , the con flictin g  lo y a lt ie s  of 

th e N o rth ern  b aron s find th e ir  e x p r e s s io n  in  the co n flic tin g  lo y a lt ie s  

that a r e  a m a in  th em e in  N orth ern  c h iv a lr ic  lite r a tu r e .

The c h iv a lr ic  v ir tu e s  o f N orth ern  rom an ce  a re  th u s co m p a ra ­

b le  to  the feu d a l ch iv a lry  that w a s-a  product of the f ir s t  feu d a l a g e .

It i s  co n s id era b ly  m o r e  r e f in e d , of c o u r se , b e c a u se , w h ile  th er e  a re  

c e r ta in  s im ila r i t ie s ,  four hundred y e a r s  have e la p sed , and the N orth ,
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w h ile  in su la r , w a s  s c a r c e ly  cut o ff from  the r e s t  of E urope. Y et the  

c lo s e s t  an a lo g u es to  the ro m a n c e s  o f the N orth a re  not co n tem p o ra ry  

E n g lish  r o m a n c e s  from  o th er  r e g io n s , nor la te r  A rth u rian  r o m a n c e s ,  

but th e C hansons de G este  and the e a r ly  A rth u rian  r o m a n c e s  that w e r e  

e x p r e s s io n s  of, or  r e c o lle c t io n s  of, the f ir s t  feud al a g e .

T h u s, ju st a s  the nature of the feu d al r e v iv a l o f the N orth  

w as p a r a lle l to  the f ir s t  feud al a g e , s o  the lite r a tu r e  of the reg io n  i s  

p a r a lle l  to  the lite r a tu r e  of the f ir s t  feud al a g e . One m u st be ca re fu l 

not to  ex a g g era te  the s im ila r i t ie s ,  fo r  N orth ern  feu d a lism  w a s v e r y  

m u ch a unique phenom enon. But i f  w e w ish  to u n derstan d  it s  so c ie ty  

and lit e r a tu r e , we m u st look  to  e a r l ie r ,  not co n tem p o ra ry , s o c ie t ie s  

and l it e r a tu r e s .

The feu d al s tru c tu re  of the N orth  i s  a ls o  r e sp o n s ib le  for the 

un usual a r t is t ic  re fin em en t o f the ro m a n ces  of th e reg io n . F o r  h e r e ,  

a s  now h ere e ls e  in  B r ita in , the aud ien ce w a s a r is to c r a t ic ,  not lo w er  

c la s s  or b o u rg eo is . ^  R o m a n ces a re  co m p o sed  fo r  d e liv e r y  in  a 

b a ro n ’s h a ll, not in a m a rk et p la c e , and m an y  of the w ork s r e v e a l  

c le r ic a l  au th orsh ip . F u rth e rm o re , the pow er and w ea lth  of the  

N orthern  m a g n a tes  m u st have m ad e p o s s ib le  a fa ir  le v e l  o f support 

fo r  the r o m a n c e r s , and the num ber of p ow erfu l b a ro n s m u st have  

in su red  the p o s s ib il ity  o f m any d ifferen t c e n te r s  of p a tron age.

The tw o fa c to r s  o f a hom ogen ous s o c ie ty  and a feud al p o lity  

accou nt in la r g e  m e a su r e  for the s im ila r it ie s  and d if fe r e n c e s  of the 

N orth ern  r o m a n c e s . P o e t ic  con ven tion s and ta s te s  w ere  w id esp rea d



289

and durable; th u s, a l l  the r o m a n c e s  r e v e a l a ttem p ts  at s tru c tu r in g  

and un ity , g o a ls  w hich a re  a ls o  a product of the re fin em en t of both  

p oet and a u d ien ce . Y et a ll  o f the good p o e ts  d em o n stra te  h igh ly  

in d iv id u a l p o in ts of v iew , w h eth er  it be the high s e r io u s n e s s  of the 

A llite r a t iv e  M orte , the e le g ia c  q u ality  of the S tan za ic  M o rte , the  

p o lit ic a l co n cern s  of G o la g ro s , or  the hu m orou s outlook of Rauf 

C o il 3 e a r . T he th e m e s  of the r o m a n c e rs  a re  th e co n cern s  of N orth ern  

s o c ie ty , but the ro m a n ces  th e m se lv e s  a re  the produ ct o f s tr o n g ly  

in d iv id u al a r t is t s .

The p o lit ic a l s itu a tio n  of the N orth  i s  a s ig n ifica n t fa c to r  in  

shaping the attitud e of m any of th e p o e ts  to w ard s the m o n a rch y . The 

am b iva len t a ttitu d es tow ard s the throne of the N o r th e rn er s  a re  r e ­

f le c te d  in the am b iva len t but n ev er  to ta lly  h o s t ile  p o r tra y a l o f A rth u r. 

G aw ain, the N o rth ern  h e r o , freq u en tly  b a la n ce s  A rthur and, through  

h is  c o u r te sy  and c o n s id e ra tio n , th e la t t e r 's  m is d e e d s  a r e  freq u en tly  

c o r r e c te d . B ut, a s  w e have o b se rv e d , the id ea  of b a ro n ia l op p o sitio n  

to  the king i s  o v e r s im p lif ie d  and A rthur i s  n ev er  p ain ted  in  the sa m e  

c o lo r s  a s  a re  the F ren ch  k in gs of the E p ic s  of R ev o lt. None o f the 

tru e  N orth ern  A rth u rian  r o m a n c e s  a re  s p e c if ic a l ly  p o lit ic a l, but 

th ey  do e x p r e s s  the co m p lex  s itu a tio n  and sh iftin g  lo y a lt ie s  that 

e x is te d  on e ith e r  s id e  of the b o rd er .

A s a r e s u lt  of th is  study w e can b eg in  to  un d erstan d  the im ­

p o rtan ce  of p roven an ce  in  c la s s ify in g  M iddle E n g lish  r o m a n ce , and 

how the d if fe r e n c e s  brought about by lo c a le  can be m o re  im p ortant
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than d if fe r e n c e s  of fo rm , s o u r c e s , or date. T r o u n c e 's  id en tifica tio n  

of an E a st M idlands sch o o l i s  th us p a r a lle le d  by th is  id en tifica tio n  of 

a N orth ern  sch o o l. It i s  a ls o  c le a r  th at, w h ile  m a tte r s  of p er io d , 

g e n r e , and m e te r  have th e ir  p la ce  in  c r it ic i s m , fo r  the N orth , at 

le a s t ,  th e se  d is t in c t io n s  are  b lu rred  by the com m on  outlook  o f the r o ­

m a n c e s  of the reg io n .

T he nature of the d is t in c t iv e n e ss  of N o rth ern  ro m a n ce  a ls o  

sh ed s  so m e  lig h t on the nature of the feud al r e n a is s a n c e  o f th e N orth.

The p o lic ie s  of lo c a l d efen ce  e s ta b lish e d  a fter  th e S co ttish  W ar of 

Independence r e in fo r ce d  e a r l ie r  te n d en c ie s  to w a rd s se p a r a t ism  and 

d eep ly  a ffec ted  the id e a ls  of the a r e a . B lo c h 's  o b se rv a tio n  that the 

l iv e r ie d  r e ta in e r s  of P la n ta g en et t im e s  w e re  in  m an y w ays r e v iv a ls  of 

an e a r l ie r  feu d al e p o c h c a n  be b e tter  ap p lied  to  the N orth , w hose  

l ite r a tu r e  sh ow s how the c h iv a lr ic  id e a ls  of the r e v iv a l w ere  not th o se  

of con tem p o ra ry  s o c ie ty , but o f an e a r l ie r  t im e .

The v ex in g  q u estio n  o f the sudden  aw akening o f A rth u rian  r o ­

m a n ce  at such  a date i s  a ls o  so lv e d  by th is  und erstan d in g  of N orth ern  

ro m a n ce . R ather than being a r e s u lt  of national ex u lta tio n  in  the 

v ic to r ie s  o f Edw ard in, th ey  a re  the r e s u lt  of the ap p earan ce  of p r o ­

v in c ia l b a ro n ia l a u d ien ces . T hrough our un d erstan d in g  of the co m p lex  

p o lit ic a l s itu a tio n  of the N orth  w e have o b serv ed  the d an gers of o v e r ­

s im p lify in g  the a ttitu d es  o f N orth ern  p o e ts  to w a rd s A rthur and the 

E n g lish  th ron e.

We can a ls o  p e r c e iv e  why G aw ain b eca m e  s o  im p ortan t at such
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a la te  date. He i s  n e ith er  a sym b o l o f b aro n ia l op p osition , nor a 

s e m i-m y th ic a l fig u re  fro m  th e  C e ltic  p a st. In stea d , ju st a s  P e r c e v a l  

or  G alahad r e p r e se n te d  r e lig io u s  c h iv a lry , and L a n celo t or T r is ta n  

r e p r e se n te d  C ourtly  L ove c h iv a lry , G aw ain, in  h is  p e r so n if ic a tio n  of 

feudal ch iv a lry , r e p r e se n te d  b e s t  the c h iv a lr ic  id e a ls  o f th e N orth.

B y  a study of N o rth ern  r o m a n c e s  a s  a group w e have ob­

s e r v e d  com m on p o etic  tr a d it io n s  that m ight not have com e to  lig h t if  

the w ork s had b een  stu d ied  in d iv id u a lly  o r  ex am in ed  s tr ic t ly  acco rd in g  

to  typ e. T hus th e  m a r v e llo u s  stru c tu re  of G aw ain and the G reen  

K night, so  ju stly  p r a is e d  by c r i t ic s ,  i s  now s e e n  to  be s im p ly  the b est  

exam p le  of a sch o o l w hose h a llm a rk  w as stru c tu re  and un ity . The 

d e sc r ip t iv e  p o w ers of the G aw ain poet and the A llite r a t iv e  M orte poet 

a r e  not th e ir  m on op oly , but a re  sh a red  by m an y  N orth ern  p o ets . 

S im ila r ly , th e ir  capable handling of m e te r  and s ty le  a re  p r o p e r tie s  

of th e ir  p o e tic  tra d itio n . G aw ain and the G reen  K night and the M orte  

A rthure b rin g  the N o rth ern  e s th e t ic  to  i t s  h ig h es t poin t, but th ey  a re  

not the on ly  p rod u cts  o f that e s th e t ic .

If l ite r a tu r e  i s  to  be judged s o le ly  by it s  la te r  in flu en ce , then  

w e m u st d is m is s  m o st of N orthern  ro m a n ce . E xcep t fo r  p a r ts  of 

M alory , and C h a u cer 's  r e fe r e n c e  to  S ir  P e r c y v e l le , the w o rk s n ev er  

found a w id er  au d ien ce  and v a n ish ed  w ith  the M iddle A g e s  to be r e ­

co v er e d  on ly  in  m o d ern  t im e s . Y et the va lu e  of N orth ern  ro m a n ce , 

ev en  ap art from  the m e r it s  of it s  l it e r a r y  p ro d u ctio n s, i s  im m e n se .

It illu m in a te s  the h is to r y  of the r eg io n , it  con ta in s the on ly  E n g lish
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c h iv a lr ic  r o m a n c e s  of any im p ortan ce  o r  v ita lity , and it  cau tion s us  

a g a in st c h a r a c te r iz in g  a p er io d  on the b a s is  o f the l it e r a r y  p rod u ction s  

of the ca p ita l. T he N orth ern  sch o o l h a s  l it t le  im p act on la te r  E n g lish  

l ite r a tu r e , but it shou ld  not be fo rg o tten  by co n tem p o ra ry  M iddle  

E n g lish  sc h o la r sh ip .
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