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holds a particularly interesting position between the romances and the legends.” (]
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An olde erle of that cuntre

Unto tho duke then rydys hee,

And seyd, ‘ Syr, why dose thou soo?

We howpe thou come never of Cryston stryn,

Bot art sum fendys son, we weyn,

That werkus hus this woo;

Thou dose never gud, bot ey tho ylle:

We hope thou be full syb tho deyll’'—

Syr Gowther wex then throo. (202-10)
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Then weppyd thei bothe full sare.

‘Go schryfe the, modur, and do tho best,

For Y wyll to Rome or that Y rest,

To lerne anodur lare.’

This thoght come on hym sodenly:

‘Lorde, mercy, 'con hecry

To God that Maré bare. (231-37)
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assoyled of my synnes, whiche areinnumerable, and to abhomynable to recounte” (22)
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Now shaltow understande what is bihovely and necessarie to verray parfit

Penitence. And this stant on threethynges:/ Contricioun of Herte, Confessioun

of Mouth, and Satisfaccioun./ For which seith Seint John Crisostom,

“Penitence destreyneth a man to accepte benygnely every peyne that hym s

enjoyned, with contricioun of herte, and shrift of mouth, with satisfaccioun,

and in werkynge of alle manere humylitee.” (106-8)°
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And heisavarré corsent parfett,
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And with Cryston pepull wele belovyd;
God hase done for his sake

Myrrakull, for he [w]as hym hold,
Ther he lyse in schryne of gold,

That suffurd for Goddus sake.

Whoso sechys hym with hart fre,

Of hor bale bote mey bee:

For so God hase hym hyght.

Thes wordus of hym thar no mon wast,

For heisinspyryd with tho Holy Gost,

That was tho cursod knyght.

For he garus tho blynd to see

And tho dompe to speyke, pardé,

And makus tho crokyd ryght;

And gyffus to tho mad hor wytte

And mony odur meracullus yette,

Thoro tho grace of God Allmyght. (721-38)
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Synopsis

From aDevil’s Son to a Saint; Miraclesin Sr Gowther

Kenichi Akishino

Sr Gowther was composed around 1400 in the North Midlands and is extant
in the following two manuscripts. MS Advocates 19.3.1 (National Library of
Scotland) and MS Royal 17.B.43 (British Library). Thisanonymous poemis
the story of Sir Gowther’s penance and God's grace. Sir Gowther, fathered
by adevil, works his father’s will faithfully and commits awful crimes. He,
however, repents his evil deeds and does penance, and finally his sins are
forgiven by God. God works miracles as manifestations of Hislove, mercy,
and grace to the penitent. Even after Gowther's death people witness
miraculous cures, which testify to his sanctity, at hisshrine. Sr Gowther isa
version of the legend of Robert the Devil. In France Robert |e Diable was
written probably in the late twelfth century , and Le Dit de Robert le Diable
was composed in the fourteenth century. Moreover, La vie deterrible Robert
lediable, aprose redaction of the Dit was printed in Lyonsin 1496. In England
Robert the Deuyll, an English prose version of the Vie was printed about 1510
by Wynkyn de Worde. D. Mehl states :“Sir Gowther holds a particularly
interesting position between the romances and the legends.” 1s Sr Gowther a
romance or asaint’slegend? My paper will focus on the function of miracles
in Sr Gowther and discuss the hagiographic elements of the poem. On some
important points | will attempt acomparative analysis of Sr Gowther and the
two versions of the legend of Robert the Devil, Robert le Diable and Wynkyn
de Worde's Robert the Deuyl| to describe the characteristics of Sr Gowther.
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Although Sr Gowther has some features of secular chivalric romance, itis
one of the saints' legends. Sir Gowther, repentant of hiswrongdoings of the
past, lives an exemplary Christian life, is reverenced as a saint, and works
miracles after his death through the grace of God. One version of the poem
(MS Royal 17.B.43) ends, Explicit Vita Sancti, and makes the identification
of the hero with St Guthlac. The fact makesit obviousthat thisversionisa
hagiography. A miracleisavital element to asaint’s life: for example, in
Sulpicius Severus’'s Vita sancti Martini, a principal model for later
hagiographers, Martin's holiness is ascertained by his various miracles. In
Sr Gowther, the poet depicts Gowther’'s miracles at his shrine in detail. The
author puts emphasis on many miraculous cures effected by Gowther, once a
cursed knight, now a saint. The miracles bespeak God'’s grace to him and
testify to the hero’s sanctity. In Robert le Diable, athough the poet says that
God works many miracles for Robert while he lives in the forest as a hermit,
he does not describe the miraclesin detail and concretely as the author of the
Middle English poem does. In Robert the Deuyll, no miracles occur to the
hero after his marriage with the princess of the emperor of Rome whom he
defends from the attacks of the Saracens. By closing his narrative poem with
the delineation of miracles performed by Sir Gowther, a saint begotten by a
devil, the poet shows clearly that Sr Gowther is a saint legend. A moral
which the poet expects his audience to draw from this story is that even if
people commit the gravest sins, they can acquire God's grace by their
repentance and penance. Sir Gowther who is spiritually regenerated after
great guilt through God's grace and venerated as a saint exemplifies the moral.

In The Snful Knights: A Sudy of Middle English Penitential Romance, A.
Hopkins discusses the relationship between Sr Gowther and the two versions
of Robert the devil which possibly the English author knew: “Sr Gowther
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seems to reconcile the Robert who returns to the world and whose sinful past
is forgotten with the Robert who continues to repent and pray; perhaps the
author knew both versions.” The two versions which Hopkins points out are
Le Dit de Robert le Diable and Robert le Diable. The former is a secular
poem, and the latter is a pious one. It is possible that the two contrastive
versions of the legend of Robert the Devil gave the English poet ahint asto
the characterization of Sir Gowther. The English poet’sintentionisto writea
religious poem displaying features characteristic of a saint’s legend. He,
however, chooses the Gowther who remains in the secular world, becomes
emperor and a servant of God, and practices Christian virtuesin a truly
exemplary manner rather than the Gowther who leaves the secular world and
livesin hishermitage. How does the author make the poem have hagiographic
features? He depicts Sir Gowther’s miraclesin detail at the end of the story.
Especialy the miraculous cures effected by Sir Gowther through God's grace
perform an important function in the poem. The miracles make the English
poem asaint life and convey its message that God's grace is so abounding
that even adevil’s son becomes a saint and works miracles. Sr Gowther may
be an eclectic product of the profane and sacred French versions, but
hagiographic elements are thrown into relief in the English poem.



