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I 

Of all the heroes of the Arthurian legend, not excepting King Arthur 

himself, Gawain is the most admirable and the most favored, and his glo­

rious reputation is remarkably predominant over the Middle English 

romances. l A considerable number of Gawain-cycle romances still surviv­

ing shows the hero's high popularity, and here we have one of those 

romances, The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnell (hereafter 

abbreviated as The Wedding). 

The Wedding, an anonymous poem, composed in the East-Midland 

approximately 1450 and preserved in one manuscript in the Bodleian 

Library, has been merely noted as one of analogues of Chaucer's familiar 

Wife of Bath's Tale, or Gower's "Tale of Florent" in the Confessio 

Amantis. 2 It is true that, as many critics suggested, three versions do 

have two motifs in common, those of the Riddle Asked and Answered and 

the Loathly Lady; the motif of the question test that determines the 

hero's survival, and of the transformation of the loathly damsel by her 

marriage to the hero. 3 

There is, nevertheless, a significant difference in detail. The Wedding 

splits the functions of the original protagonist in both tales of Chaucer 

and Gower into two, Arthur and Gawain. That is to say, in The Wedding 

Arthur must find the answer to the riddle on which his life depends, and 

Gawain undertakes to marry the loathly lady who can provide the 

answer. In Chaucer's tale, on the other hand, the roles of riddle-solver 
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and bridegroom are combined in one and the same man, an unnamed 

bachelor of Arthur's court, and the same is the case with Gower's knight, 

Florent. 

Furthermore, taking notice of the divided heroes in The Wedding, we 

soon become aware that Arthur and Gawain exhibit a striking contrast. 

While Gawain is represented as an exemplary knight who has perfect 

virtues of chivalry, King Arthur, although the poet spends nine lines in 

the opening of the poem as a "king curteis and royalle," (6)4 is not por­

trayed in an entirely admirable way because of his unchivalrous conduct. 

Then, what is the reason for the division of the functions of the hero in 

The Wedding? Is there any relationship between the division and charac­

ters of heroes, idealized Gawain and deteriorated Arthur? If so, then, 

why does the poet contradictorily dedicate his praise to the king in the 

opening lines of the poem? Answering these question above, this study 

attempts to clarify the central theme of the poem which, unlike other 

analogues, chooses the genre of romance, and, at the same time, investi­

gates the fundamental problems found in the poem. As a beginning, I will 

concretely verify how Gawain is described as an ideal knight in the poem. 

Then I shall attempt to examine Arthur's conduct which is totally incom­

patible with his reputation, and finally I shall explore the distortion in 

the poem in full relief. 

II 

While Lancelot, one of the representatives of the Round Table, is rela­

tively popular among French literature, our Gawain holds an unshakable 

position as the noblest paragon of knighthood in England. Especially, 

although it is the question to be considered later, his outstanding charac­

teristic is his well-established reputation for courtesy.5 The best known 

reference to this is found in The Squire's Tale: "That Gawayn, with his 
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olde curteisye," or in The Romaunt of the Rose: " ... Gaweyn, the worthy, 

/ Was praysed for his curtesye."s 

Also in The Wedding, Gawain's conduct perfectly deserves to his wide­

spread fame. According to B. A. Rosenberg, who classifies Medieval 

English romances into three structural groups, the poem comes under 

the third one, "Test and Reward" (in chivalry).7 Indeed, in the poem, 

Gawain overcomes a series of tests of his chivalrous virtues. I would like 

to focus my attention on how Gawain successfully clears hurdles in each 

of the storys' events.8 

The story begins with a hunting scene, where King Arthur is separated 

from his men following a hart. 9 He meets a knight in full armor, Sir 

Gromer,r° who threatens to kill Arthur unless the king tells him the 

answer to a question a year later: "Whate wemen love best" (91).11 

Although he has promised to keep the matter secret, Arthur confides it to 

Gawain. (Arthur's conduct in this scene, I shall discuss later.) 

Independently both Arthur and Gawain try to collect answers. However, 

the king is still far from satisfied. A month before the year's end, he 

encounters a hag, Dame Ragnell. She tells the king that she will teach 

the only answer which will save his life on condition that Gawain mar­

ries her. 

What has to be noticed is Gawain's response when Arthur informs him 

of the proposal of Ragnell: 

Her shaIle I wed, by the rood, 
Or elles were not I your frende; 
For ye ar my king withe honour 

To save your life, lorde, it were my parte, 
Or were I false and a great coward; 
And my worship is the bet. (346-48,351-53) 
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Gawain's reaction here is possibly one reason for the degraded reputation 

of the poem, for it seems to be "merely one of fixed determination," and to 

be so inhuman and monotonous with no suggestion of the hero's inner 

conflict.12 From the view of Test and Reward motif, however, we can 

validly infer that the situation is a sort of test for one of Gawain's 

virtues, loyalty.13 As a foremost romance hero, he lives up to his loyalty 

to Arthur.14 

In feudal society, of course, loyalty was one of the most significant 

virtues for knights, for the loyalty of a vassal toward his lord was consid­

ered to be an inevitable obligation to help their society flourish. 15 The 

fact that Gawain, in his speech quoted above, refers to his duty to his 

king (348,351) explicitly suggests his consciousness of the feudal loyalty. 

It should be added that here he calls Arthur not only his "king" but also 

his" frende" (347). Gervase Mathew asserts in his "Ideals of Knighthood 

in Late-Fourteenth-Century England" that "loyalty" implies not only 

fidelity to the pledged word, but loyalty to an individual because of 

friendship.16 Gawain, thus, shows his loyalty in both concepts of feudal­

ism and friendship. 

It is widely recognized that, for a hero of a romance, his greatest motive 

in the practice of his chivalric virtues is the winning of individual 

honor. 17 So, as a kind of stock phrase, we often encounter the word "wor­

ship" in numerous romances. Also in The Wedding, for example, words 

like "honor" or "worship" appear in the text more than ten times.18 Thus, 

his reference to his "worship" (358) in the problematic scene above 

implies that his motive for his loyalty to Arthur is a desire for renown. 

Even for his loyalty, however, Gawain, who accepts Arthur's request for 

the marriage to "foulle a creature witheoute mesure" (249) with no sign 

of wavering, might still seem to be inhumanly stereotyped. Nevertheless, 

what I want to emphasize is that, at this moment, he hasn't see Ragnell 
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in person yet. Although her ugliness has already been explained to us in 

the previous scene covering 24 lines (228-51), Gawain's knowledge of her 

is only from Arthur's short statement. It is, therefore, quite natural for 

Gawain as a loyal knight to accept Ragnell's proposal without any hesita­

tion. 

Then, Arthur, with Gawain's consent, gains the correct answer from 

Ragnell: "Wemen desire sovereinte" (468).19 Mter he offers it to Gromer 

and is released from their contract, Arthur rides back to the court with 

Ragnell. Now Gawain should overcome his second test, marrying the 

loathsome crone. In spite of the deep grief of Queen Guenever and her 

ladies, "Ther Sir Gawen to her his trouthe plighte / In welle and in wo, as 

he was a true knighte" (539-40). Considering that, because he is a "true" 

knight, he pledges his "trouthe" to her, we can suppose what is tested 

here is Gawain's "true" virtue or his "trouthe." 

In order to investigate his second test, it might be well to notice the 

word "truth." The QED defines it as "One's faith or loyalty as pledged in 

a promise or agreement" (1. 2. a).20 It is obvious that "truth" includes the 

concept of "loyalty" to the pledged word. In this case, Gawain's pledged 

word is his agreement to marry Ragnell. That he keeps his promise and 

marries her indicates that he practices his virtue of truth or loyalty; in 

other words, he again overcomes his test as a romance hero. 

It is worth noting that, in spite of the persuasion of Guenever and 

Arthur to wed secretly, Ragnell insists on the marriage in church with all 

publicity. From the standpoint of the test for hero's virtue, I find it dubi­

ous that her pride affects her insistence.21 Rather, it seems to me to be 

more reasonable that, in order to verify Gawain's loyalty with certainty, 

she desires the public marriage. It clearly emphasizes his virtue more 

than the secret marriage would do. 

Switching our attention to the scene of the wedding banquet, which 
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describes how the bride's manner and her extraordinary appetite is 

hideous and horrible, the manuscript suddenly shows us the fact that the 

following page, consisting of about seventy lines, is missing. There is fair­

ly general agreement that the missing context probably noted how the 

married couple leaves the feast and retires to the nuptial chamber.22 

However, recalling our earlier analysis of the reason for Gawain's accept­

ance of the marriage without any wavering at his first test, I cannot but 

regret for the lack. The reason for my regret is, that, while in that test he 

doesn't personally recognize the bride's ugliness, after he actually sees 

her, he might show some reaction implying his repugnance or at least his 

inner conflict. 

In the following lines after the missing leaf, there is evidence for my 

hypotheses above. Mter Ragnell's imploration to Gawain to kiss her in 

their wedding bed, we find a narration: "He turnid him her untille" (640), 

and Ragnell's words: "Why ar ye so unkinde?" (646). These two lines sig­

nify that Gawain has turned his back on Ragnell, and his attitude toward 

her has been "so unkinde." Accordingly, in these lines (and perhaps in a 

previous missing leaf), we expect to catch a glimpse of our hero's inner 

conflict. 

A further significant aspect of this scene following the missing leaf is 

that it includes Gawain's third test of his other virtue. Ragnell implores 

Gawain as follows: 

A, Sir Gawen, sin I have you wed 
Shewe me your cortesy in bed; 

. . kisse me at the leste; 
pray you do this at my request. (629-30,635-36) 

What is apparent in this extract is that Gawain's third trial is of his 
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"cortesy," which, as I mentioned earlier, is closely related to his conven­

tional character. 

Courtesy in medieval romances has such a wide variety of meanings 

that it is not easy to formulate. However, its basic concept can be signi­

fied as: "The complex of courtly ideal; chivalry, chivalrous conduct ... " 

(MED, s. v. coutreisie, 1). Sometimes the sense of the word is narrowed to 

the ability of a knight to please ladies, as is represented in Sir Gawain 

and the Green Knight, where the lady ofthe castle demands love-talking 

with Gawain, emphasizing his courtesy. Also in the case of The Wedding, 

the word is clearly attached to Gawain's "cortesy in bed" (630), namely, 

his ability to please Ragnell in the nuptial bed. As an incarnation of cour­

tesy, in spite of his inner conflict, he again overcomes his test and 

declares: "1 wolle do more / Then for to kiss, and God before!" (638-39). 

When Gawain turns around, then, he finds the most beautiful woman 

who "evere he sawe withoute mesure" (642). In spite of his momentary 

happiness, what occurs here is his final test. That is, Ragnell, who is now 

transformed into a fair lady, tells him that he must choose whether she 

shall be fair by night and foul by day, or the reverse. What kind of virtue 

is tested in this alternative? Let us observe Gawain's anguished state­

ment: 

To have you faire on nightes and no more, 
That wold greve my hart righte sore 
And my worship shold 1 lese. 
And if I desire on days to have you faire, 
Then on nightes 1 shold have a simple repaire. (670-74) 

Considering a knight's desire for worship which I have mentioned before, 

Gawain would not choose foul Ragnell by day who would make him lose 

his worship (672), but choose a foul one by night. What he does here is, 
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however, to surrender all the sovereignty of choice to Ragnell: "But do as 

ye list nowe, my lady gaye.! The choise I put in your fist" (677-78). 

What is tested in this scene is the virtue of courtesy which is not the 

same one as in the previous trial, where Gawain was required to practice 

his courteous manner in the wedding bed. It must be considered in the 

literary convention of courtly love, whose essential element is "the inferi­

ority of the lover in relation to his lady.,,23 To discuss courtly love as a 

whole is beyond the scope of this brief paper, but we can at least point 

out that the relationship between Gawain and fair Ragnell at this 

moment is quite similar to lovers in courtly love. 

We know a famous courtly lover, Lancelot, who gives his courtesy for 

his lady priority over his worship by riding on a shameful cart, in 

Chretien's Lancelot. Also Gawain, in spite of a little anguish over his 

worship which is an ordinary motive for his conduct, devotes himself to 

Ragnell with courtesy. After his success in the final test, thus, Ragnell 

often calls him with an adjective "corteis," (655) as "curties Gawain" 

(700). Then, owing to his courtesy, Ragnell is disenchanted from the spell 

by her stepmother, and will be fair forever. 

His success in every four tests gives Gawain the reward of a happy end­

ing, as is typical of the Test-Reward romance. It follows from what has 

been considered that, throughout the poem, he is described as the flower 

of knighthood who can perfectly overcome his tests with his knightly 

virtues. From this viewpoint, it is reasonable to conclude that the central 

theme of the poem is to admire its hero, Gawain, as an ideal knight. 

Next, I will explore how his idealization affects the character of Arthur 

and the whole poem. 

III 

While Gawain is highly glorified throughout The Wedding, how is the 
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other hero, King Arthur, in the poem? Before moving on to his main 

story-telling, the poet enumerates Arthur's high reputation: 

Lithe and listenithe the lif of a lord riche, 
The while that he livid was none him liche, 
Nether in boure ne in halle; 
In the time of Arthoure this adventure betid, 
And of the great adventure that he himself did, 
That king curties and royalle. 
Of alle kinges Arture berithe the flowir, 
And of alle knightod he bare away the honour, 
Where-so-evere he went. (1-9) 

The moment the story starts, however, Arthur begins to show some 

unchivalrous behavior which is quite unsuitable for the eulogy above. 

When he encounters Gromer, for example, what he really does is to beg 

desperately for his life: "Save my life, and whate thou wolt crave, I I 

shalle now graunt it thee" (80-81), Although he is unarmed and only "in 

grene" (83) for hunting, and his opponent, Gromer, is "Armid welle and 

sure" (51) perhaps in full hauberk and helm, he has at least a kind of 

weapon, arrows and bow "to sle the wilde venere" (20). Here is an exam­

ple of disadvantageous battle of unarmed knights also in green who are 

assailed by fully armed knights in Malory's Le Morte D'Arthur. 24 It is 

true that the attack on an unarmed man is believed to be unethical,25 

and thus Gromer is, needless to say, an extremely wicked knight. Even 

so, however, Arthur, who pitiably begs for his life with no attempt to 

retaliate, seems not to be the flower of all kings (7), but to be a mere cow­

ard with too much care for his own life. 

Moreover, another example which indicates Arthur's more definite 

wickedness against the code of knighthood is that he knowingly violates 

his oath to Gromer not to tell anyone of his difficulty and their agree-
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ment. When Gromer stresses not to be unfaithful to him, Arthur, who 

calls himself "true king" (103), affirms his loyalty: "Untrewe knighte 

shalt thou nevere fined me; / To dye yet were me lever" (116-17). (Even 

though a knight often mentions that he prefers death to shame as a kind 

of stock phrase,26 Arthur's words in line 117, following his begging for his 

life, sounds rather ironical to us.) Much to our surprise, however, as 

Gawain asks the reason for the king's depression, he breaches the 

promise he has made and tells the whole story without the sting of con­

science. Acknowledging the secrecy of the matter (174) and indifferently 

revealing it to Gawain, Arthur degrades himself to a liar, who has lost 

the fundamental virtue in chivalry.27 

Besides, Arthur's way of asking Gawain to marry Ragnell is also 

unsuitable for "the flower of all kings." When she tells the king that she 

will save his life on condition that Gawain marries her, the king clearly 

declares: "In saving of my life to make it secour; / To Gawen wolle I make 

my mone" (295-96). In addition, Arthur leaks his anticipation that 

Gawain will inevitably wed her, because he is by his nature always loath 

to refuse (303-05). Nevertheless, in front of Gawain, Arthur pretends to 

grieve his hopelessness: "For nedely I most be ded" (332). To put it more 

concretely, Arthur, knowing that Gawain will accept the marriage and 

thus he will not die, pretends not to expect so and, as a result, makes 

Gawain voluntarily offer it. Although we can at least notice his humanity 

or human weakness, it is impossible for us to regard Arthur, who tries to 

save his life not in a manly way but in such a makeshift one, as one of 

"nine worthy" represented by Caxton.28 

Up to this point, I have presented some observation on Arthur's charac­

ter in The Wedding which undergoes a marked deterioration. The impor­

tant point to note here is that strangely there is, although readers or lis­

teners of the poem cannot miss it, no word which evaluates Arthur's con-
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duct either good or bad, except for the praise of him in the first nine 

lines. In other words, Arthur's figure as the greatest king on the level of 

superficial description is contradictory to the one as a timid liar in the 

poem's context. Then, what is the reason for the dual aspects of the king? 

In order to investigate the question above, it will be useful to recall the 

poem's unique difference from other analogues, that is, the division of the 

functions of the original hero which I touched on at the beginnig of this 

paper. Before turning to a closer examination of the reason why the func­

tions are divided between Arthur and Gawain, first I would like to dis­

cuss the effect of the division on the poem. 

In the case of Chaucer, because of his rape incident, a lusty bachelor is 

consequently forced to marry a loathsome lady. Also in Gower, although 

he is not vicious as the bachelor, Florent cannot avoid the marriage, as a 

result of his killing the son of his captor in the battle. Both are responsi­

ble for getting involved in their hideous marriages. In The Wedding, on 

the other hand, Gawain has no necessity and responsibility for it as 

Arthur does. What makes Gawain accept it is merely his fidelity to his 

king. 

Gawain's figure in the poem, therefore, is rather faultless and spotless 

in comparison with the other heroes in analogues, namely, by the divi­

sion of the hero's functions his knightly virtues are more exalted. To put 

it the other way round, it seems that in order to idealize Gawain, the 

functions of the hero are separated into two. Thus, in addition to my dis­

cussion in the previous section that the central theme of the poem is to 

celebrate Gawain as an ideal knight, Gawain's idealization in the poem 

bears an important part. What has to be noticed here is that a hero 

demonstrates his perfection in all chivalric virtues not only in The 

Wedding but in many other romances. Or rather, the glorification of a 

hero is widely recognized as one of the common patterns of romance. 29 
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Hence, it should be considered that Gawain's character in the poem is the 

result of following the pattern. 

Then, what is the role of the other divided hero, King Arthur, in the 

poem? As is evident from his acts of unchivalrousness which I have 

examined one by one, his role is to enhance the knighthood of the other 

hero by means of the striking contrast between their conduct. In many 

romances which represent the peacetime and prosperity of the Arthurian 

universe, the attention is less often focussed on the king than on individ­

ual knights.3o Arthur's court is now the central office from which a knight 

departs for his quest, and to which he ultimately returns with glory. 

Arthur himself is also reduced to a kind of background figure, making an 

appearance only in the opening and closing sections of the story. It seems 

that in The Wedding, the tendency is rather accelerated into giving him a 

far inferior position, for the purpose of idealizing Gawain as one element 

of romance patterns. 

If so, then, why, on the level of superficial description, does the poet not 

refer to Arthur's wickedness but devote extollment to him in the opening 

lines? The main reason for the inconsistency above seems to be from 

another established convention of chivalric romance, simplification and 

typification of characters.3I That is, characters in romance tend to be 

stereotyped and not to possess their marked individuality. The conven­

tional mold of Arthur is still a "king curteis and royalle," one of "nine 

worthy." In Chretien's Yvain, for example, although.he again appears 

only in the opening and ending ofthe poem, the story starts with admira­

tion for the king as in The Wedding. In the poem, thus, the poet's passion 

for obedience to the romance pattern makes Arthur, at least verbally, the 

greatest king, and consequently causes the inconsistency in his charac­

ter. 

We may, therefore, reasonably conclude that because oftwo elements of 
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romance formulas, idealization of its hero and typification of characters, 

The Wedding contains some distortion in dual aspects of Arthur's charac­

ter. To put it more plainly, in order to emphasize Gawain's ideal chivalry, 

the functions of the original hero are divided into two with degradation of 

the other hero, King Arthur. There is, however, a dilemma in the poem, 

for, according to a romance convention, Arthur must be admired as the 

mirror of kings. The poet is probably less conscious of the coherence of 

plot than of romance conventions. 

IV 

What I have tried to do in this paper is, from the standpoint of the 

divided heroes in The Wedding, to explicate the contortion in it. There 

are, in spite of little space here for a fuller discussion, other examples 

which also suggest the incoherence of the poem, such as the description 

of Ragnell. Her appearance has been transformed into that of loathsome 

crone by her stepmother's spell. Strictly speaking, however, not only her 

appearance but also her inner nature, such as her extraordinary appetite 

at the wedding banquet, is transformed in order to exaggerate her ugli­

ness. This problem again stems from one of romance conventions, typifi­

cation of character, that is, the character of the Loathly Lady. 

By the end ofthe fifteenth century, when The Wedding was supposed to 

be composed, chivalric romance had come of age and was thought to be in 

a state of decline.32 Hence, its patterns which cause the distortion of the 

poem relatively became a kind of wreck of exaggerated literary topos. 

There has been the indication of its decline already at the age of Sir 

Thopas, which parodies and mocks the standard patterns of romance. 

From this viewpoint, we can recognize that the ill effects of romance pat­

terns, investigated throughout this paper, are not only the problem of 

The Wedding but that of the concept of romance as a genre. Therefore, it 
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seems that the poem should not be blamed too much as some critics have 

done,33 but be extenuated considering the whole circumstances in which 

the poem is situated. 

It is unclear, of course, whether the poet and its original audience 

noticed the contradiction of the poem, but, they must at least have been 

careless about it. The reason for this is that the fundamental purpose 

and the nature of ME romance is entertainment and instruction, not the 

coherence of its plot.34 The element of entertainment in the poem, for 

example, the description of Ragnell's ugliness or the sexual dialogue in 

the bridal chamber plays a comical and humorous role in the poem. 

Moreover, its moral instruction is accentuated by Gawain's idealization 

as a paragon to the audience. The poem, therefore, can be viewed to meet 

the requirements which are necessary for ME romance. 

We must recall that the poet of The Wedding lived in an age when peo­

ple were not impressed by individual originality or the invention of a new 

plot, but were interested in how a familiar plot was retold. By a fireplace, 

the audience enjoyed listening and anticipating how the motifs of the 

poem were developed and reborn in the genre of romance from the origi­

nal Irish story and also from the versions of Chaucer and Gower. If this 

is so, the poem should not be regarded as merely one of their analogues, 

but be evaluated as one of romances in Gawain-cycle. 
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