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 1 

 

Introduction 

 

The forest has been a popular setting in narrative literature from classical times to the 

twenty-first century onwards. Dangerous, mysterious, idyllic, tranquil or liberating, it 

greatly appeals to the imagination. In the Middle English verse romances, especially, the 

forest is one of the most prominent locations, as it frequently forms the scene where large 

parts of the action take place.
1
 Indeed, many of these romances feature a protagonist who 

goes into the wild.  

In the Middle English romances, forests are usually presented in a similar manner 

and play a similar role, so that it is possible to speak of a standard or stereotype. In these 

stories, the hero – often a knight – generally leaves court and goes into the forest, located 

outside society and civilisation, in order to hunt. While hunting, he usually becomes 

separated from his hunting companions, which frequently happens when he follows his 

game too far into the woods. Subsequently, he is either interrupted by some hostile or 

mysterious character or becomes stuck in the forest, as a result of which he experiences a 

dangerous or marvellous adventure. After successfully completing this adventure, he then 

leaves the wilderness and returns to court. 

 However, there are three Middle English romances in which the forest notably 

differs from the stereotype: Sir Orfeo, Sir Perceval of Galles and Ywain and Gawain. Not 

only do the protagonists of these stories have different motives for going into the woods 

but their stay is different as well. In addition, the events that take place in the forest are 

not necessarily adventurous in nature. Indeed, as a closer examination will show, the 

forests in these three romances play different or additional roles. 

 Through close-reading analyses, this thesis will examine the role (or roles) which 

the forest plays in Sir Orfeo, Sir Perceval of Galles and Ywain and Gawain with regards 

                                                 
1
 The genre of Middle English romances is difficult to define for the narratives classified as such may differ 

greatly. Indeed, A Manual of the Writings in Middle English distinguishes between no less than ten separate 

groups, yet even this categorisation offers no definitive solution (9-11). The Middle English romances most 

frequently discussed belong to the groups known as the Arthurian romances and the Breton lays. For the 

sake of convenience, only the Middle English verse romances belonging to these two groups will be 

considered here. 
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to narrative structure, the protagonist’s characterization and the story’s themes. In order 

to determine this, it is useful to consider the following aspects: the forest’s 

characteristics, the protagonist’s reasons for going into the forest, the nature of his stay 

and the events that take place here. Furthermore, this thesis will examine the way in 

which the role (or roles) of the forests in these three romances differs from the role of the 

stereotypical romance forest.  

 In chapter one, the role of the stereotypical romance forest will be discussed, 

presenting its common features. In chapters two, three and four the role of the forests in 

Sir Orfeo, Sir Perceval of Galles and Ywain and Gawain respectively will be analysed, 

focusing on narrative structure, characterization and themes and examining the aspects 

mentioned above. The concluding chapter will discuss the analyses of the three romances 

with regards to the forest’s representation and role, outlining differences and similarities. 

In addition, it will offer a comparison between the forests as presented in these three 

stories and the stereotypical romance forest.  
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Chapter 1: The Romance Forest 

 

§ 1.1. Introduction 

 

Medieval romances often make use of conventions: recurring elements and patterns with 

which audiences are generally familiar. For instance, they tend to focus on the court and 

the nobility, to which most characters belong. Knights, especially, play a central role in 

romances and are usually the protagonists of these stories. In the Middle English 

romances, Sir Gawain, a knight of King Arthur’s court, is often the main character. 

Adventure and courtly love are also regular ingredients. What is more, medieval 

romances often feature particular locations, such as Arthur’s court or the forest. The 

forests presented in these romances usually have the same appearance and function. It is, 

therefore, possible to speak of a standard or stereotype: the romance forest.  

 This chapter will focus on the role the forest usually plays in the Middle English 

verse romances – regarding narrative structure, development of the hero’s character and 

the story’s themes – by examining its common features, the protagonist’s motives for 

going into the woods, the nature of his stay and the events that take place in the forest. 

First of all, an important characteristic of the romance forest is that it is a wilderness 

located outside society. Secondly, adventurous events usually occur in the forest, which 

the protagonist experiences when he ventures into the woods in order to hunt or as part of 

a quest. Furthermore, the protagonist’s worth as a knight is often tested in the woods. 

Finally, the romance forest often harbours strange or threatening outsiders, whom the 

protagonist meets and helps to transform into proper members of society. 

 

 

§ 1.2. The romance forest  

 

The romance forest can generally be termed a wilderness: a place of wild nature located  
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outside society and civilisation.
2
 In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, for instance, the 

forest through which the protagonist, Sir Gawain, travels is described in the following 

way:  

 

 Mony klyf [Gawain] ouerclambe in contrayez straunge, 

 Fer floten fro his frendez fremedly he rydez. 

 [. . .] 

 Into a forest ful dep, þat ferly watz wylde, 

 Hi3e hillez on vche a halue, and holtwodez vnder 

 Of hore okez ful hoge a hundreth togeder; 

 Þe hasel and þe ha3þorne were harled al samen, 

 With ro3e raged mosse rayled aywhere, 

 [. . .] 

 Þur3 mony misy and myre, mon al hym one  (713-4, 741-5, 749)  

  

 [Many a cliff must [Gawain] climb in country wild; 

 Far off from all his friends, forlorn must he ride; 

 [. . .] 

 Into a forest fastness, fearsome and wild; 

 High hills on either hand, with hoar woods below, 

 Oaks old and huge by the hundred together. 

 The hazel and the hawthorn were all intertwined 

 With rough raveled moss, that raggedly hung, 

 [. . .] 

 Through many a marsh and mire, a man all alone (Borroff 713-4, 741-5, 749)]  

  

As this description indicates, the forest is an unbuilt and uncultivated landscape, 

consisting primarily of woodlands – i.e. trees and thickets – although meadows, marshes, 

rocks, swamps, lakes, moors, hills and valleys can be part of it as well. In addition, 

forests in medieval romances can be vast and dense, to such an extent that one might 

easily get lost. At the beginning of Sir Degaré, for instance, the hero’s mother, a princess, 

gets lost in a dense forest together with her maidens:  

 

 The wode was rough and thikke, iwis, 

 And thai token the wai amys. 

 Thai moste souht and riden west 

 Into the thikke of the forest.  (61-4) 

 

                                                 
2
 Thus, the terms “forest” and “wilderness” will be used interchangeably.  
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Years later, her son Degaré is said to wander far into the same vast forest, travelling for 

many days: 

 

So longe [Degaré] passede into west 

 That he com into theld forest 

 Ther he was bigeten som while. 

 Therinne he rideth mani a mile; 

 Mani a dai he ride gan;  (727-31) 

 

The forest can be far-removed from society, as in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and 

Sir Degaré, but this is not necessarily the case. In fact, in many Middle English romances 

the wilderness appears to lie just around the corner, usually when it is being used for 

hunting. However, it should be noted that most romances do not pay much attention to 

geographical realism and tend to contain few geographical details, which makes it 

difficult to define the romance forest according to specific criteria. This is especially true 

with regards to human habitations.  

Unlike society, the forest is not a place where people normally live together. Yet, 

although one would expect the forest to be uninhabited and deserted, in several Middle 

English romances castles providing homes to various characters can be found in the 

wilderness. In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, for example, Gawain stumbles upon a 

magnificent castle located in the middle of the wilderness, while searching for the Green 

Chapel (lines 763-70). Likewise, in Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisle, Sir Gawain, Sir 

Kay and Bishop Baldwin seek shelter at the castle of the Carle of Carlisle after having 

followed their game too far into the woods (115-76). In both stories, the protagonists 

leave society and ride into the woods before coming across these castles, which indicates 

a separation from society. Although the inhabitants of these castles live in the wilderness, 

they are not per definition uncivilised nor do they live, as a rule, in total isolation. For 

instance, Sir Bertilak, lord of the forest castle in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, lives 

together with his family and an extensive household and is said to entertain many guests 

at his home. The Carle in Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisle also shares his castle with 

his wife, daughter and servants. What is more, both lords provide the protagonists with 

comfortable lodgings for the night. Nevertheless, the inhabitants of these castles belong 

to the forest instead of society: not only is their home located outside civilisation, but 
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they often have a particular quality or feature setting them apart from society.
3
 This being 

the case, forest castles, their inhabitants, and the events taking place at these locations 

will be considered as being part of the forest. 

 

 

§ 1.3. The adventurous forest 

 

An important feature of the romance forest is that it is often a place of marvel and 

adventure. When the protagonists of medieval romances go into the forest, they 

frequently experience adventures before they return to court and society. These 

adventures usually lead to the main events of the narrative. Indeed, the French romancer 

Chrétien de Troyes, who is generally regarded as one of the major influences in shaping 

the romance tradition,
4
 situates the initial action of his romance Erec and Enide in “la 

forest avantureuse” (65). In the Middle English romances, adventure is usually 

established by the often inevitable encounter with wild beasts, fairy-tale creatures (such 

as giants and fairies), dangerous adversaries, mysterious characters or magical 

phenomena. In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, for instance, Gawain does not only 

come across the spectacular castle of Sir Bertilak but is also said to fight with giants, wild 

men and various wild animals during his journey through the wilderness:
5
 

 

 Sumwhyle wyth wormez he werrez, and with wolues als, 

 Sumwhyle wyth wodwos, þat woned in þe knarrez, 

 Boþe wyth bullez and berez, and borez oþerquyle, 

 And etaynez, þat hym anelede of þe he3e felle  (720-3) 

 

                                                 
3
 Outsiders of society and their features will be discussed in “Transforming the wild” later on in this 

chapter. 
4
 See for instance Lupack, “The Romance Tradition” in The Oxford Guide to Arthurian Literature and 

Legend 83-131, especially pp. 83-92. 
5
 A so-called “wild man” can be described as a degenerate kind of human being with both animal and 

human features (Bernheimer 1, 9). He does not wear any clothes but is generally covered in hairs and often 

carries a club. Avoiding human contact, he lives in the wild like an animal, usually surviving on plants and 

raw meat. Sometimes he even crawls on all fours (Sprunger 147, 150). Furthermore, he is unfamiliar with 

civilised behaviour but acts on impulse instead, as a result of which he can be violent, aggressive and 

lustful (Bernheimer 3-4, 34). In addition, he has often lost his reason and may not have the ability to speak 

(Bernheimer 9). For more information, see Bernheimer, Wild Men in the Middle Ages or Sprunger, “Wild 

Folk and Lunatics in Medieval Romance” in The Medieval World of Nature 145-63.  
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 [Now with serpents he wars, now with savage wolves, 

 Now with wild men of the woods, that watched from the rocks, 

 Both with bulls and with bears, and with boars besides, 

 And giants that came gibbering from the jagged steeps.  (Borroff 720-3)] 

 

What is more, this forest is also the home of the fearful and marvellous Green Knight, 

who dresses all in green – even riding a green horse – and is referred to as an “aluish 

mon” (‘elfish man’) at the beginning of the story (681). Searching for the Green Knight’s 

whereabouts, Gawain finally meets him again at the sinister Green Chapel, which appears 

to be a hollow mound covered in grass (2178-249). 

While travelling through the woods, Degaré, the young hero of Sir Degaré, comes 

across a fierce dragon and a mysterious castle – occupied solely by women – before 

meeting an aggressive fairy knight, who turns out to be his father (347-84; 727-42; 990-

1065). In Sir Launfal, fairies also make an appearance: while resting at a forest side, 

Launfal, the protagonist, is suddenly approached by two maidens who lead him to a 

beautiful fairy princess, waiting in a tent in the woods (221-87). In The Turke and Sir 

Gawain, Gawain embarks on a journey together with a Turk, who leads the knight to a 

deserted castle sited in a hill that – magically – opens and closes with much thunder and 

lightning (66-71). In Lybeaus Desconus, the eponymous hero rescues a helpless maiden 

from two malignant giants whom he encounters in the forest (568-651). In addition, he 

comes across several hostile knights in the woods, all of whom he defeats in combat.  

A similar encounter occurs in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle. 

Out hunting in Inglewood Forest, a recurrent location in the Middle English romances,
6
 

King Arthur unexpectedly meets a strange and threatening knight, named Sir Gromer, 

ready to duel with him: 

 

 As the Kyng was with the dere alone, 

 Streyghte ther cam to hym a quaynt grome, 

 Armyd welle and sure, 

 A knyght fulle strong and of greatt myghte.  (49-52). 

 

                                                 
6
 Inglewood Forest also appears as the scene of action in The Avowyng of Arthur and The Awntyrs off 

Arthur. It is apparently located near Carlisle, a centre for Arthurian adventures (Hahn 44).  
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Almost a year later, the king meets Sir Gromer’s sister, the hideous Dame Ragnelle, in 

the same forest (225-323). Bewitched by her stepmother, Ragnelle has become a so-

called loathly lady: a damsel magically transformed into an ugly hag until someone 

breaks the enchantment.  

The Awntyrs off Arthur features a marvel of another sort. While Arthur and his 

men are hunting in the woods, a frightful ghost appears before Guinevere and Gawain at 

Tarn Wathelene, a lake located in Inglewood Forest (83-325).  

As these examples show, the romance forest is a site of sudden events, often 

dangerous or mysterious in nature. In this way, it stands opposite society, where 

everything is safe and familiar. In her study on the development of the forest as a literary 

motif in medieval romance, Corinne Saunders aptly uses the term “potentiality” to 

indicate that anything is possible in the romance forest (58).  

The protagonists of medieval romances can have several reasons for leaving 

society and venturing into the forest. In the Middle English romances, the most common 

reason for going into the woods is to hunt. Hunting is a familiar pastime for the nobility 

and, at the same time, a way for knights to exercise their fighting skills and test their 

prowess (Hahn 26; 43). In the Middle English romances, hunting in the forest is 

frequently employed as a plot agent: an easy and credible way to introduce adventurous 

events and further the development of the plot (Rooney 58; 56). Indeed, the hunt often 

leads to adventure, as the hero is usually interrupted during his hunt by some strange or 

dangerous character or becomes isolated and stuck in the wilderness, after which 

adventures follow (Rooney 58). Thus, it is not surprising that romances often start with a 

hunt. In The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, for instance, Arthur’s 

unexpected encounter with Sir Gromer in the woods at the opening of the story sets him 

off on a quest to learn what women most desire. Initially serving as hunting grounds for 

Arthur and his knights, the forest now becomes the scene of adventure. Similarly, in Sir 

Gawain and the Carle of Carlisle, Gawain – together with Sir Kay and Bishop Baldwin – 

experiences an adventure at the castle of the notorious Carle of Carlisle after having 

chased a deer too far into the woods. As a hunting area, the romance forest is both 

recreational and adventurous (Hahn 43). 
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However, protagonists may also have other motives for travelling into the woods. 

Indeed, in several Middle English romances, the hero’s venture into the forest is part of a 

quest or challenge. In Lybeaus Desconus, for instance, Libeaus’s first chivalric quest 

requires him to journey through the wilderness, in order to rescue a lady held prisoner by 

two evil sorcerers. He first learns about the lady’s predicament when a lady messenger 

arrives at Arthur’s court seeking the assistance of one of the brave knights of the Round 

Table on the lady’s behalf. Likewise, in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Gawain 

travels deep into the forest in search of the Green Chapel in order to complete a knightly 

challenge. Alternatively, protagonists may occasionally have personal reasons for going 

into the woods. For example, they may wish to prove themselves. 

 

 

§ 1.4. The testing of chivalry 

 

Since the romance forest is a place where one might easily experience dangerous or 

marvellous adventures, it often provides a setting where knights can test their chivalric 

qualities and prove their worth (Saunders 80). It is important for knights to do this 

because romance society places much emphasis on chivalry (Saunders 80). The notion of 

chivalry signifies a code of conduct which knights are expected to follow and which, in 

fact, defines the perfect knight. A true romance knight has great physical strength, skills 

and courage, yet also excels at certain virtues, such as honour, charity and courtesy. It is a 

knight’s duty to use these qualities in order to serve and fight for his lord and, most 

importantly, to defend the weak (Lupack 85).
7
 Arthur’s court, especially, is known for its 

excellence in chivalry, for here only the most outstanding, heroic and chivalrous knights 

occupy a seat at the illustrious Round Table.
8
 Knights, therefore, need to prove that they 

                                                 
7
 Sir Gawain and the Green Knight illustrates the importance of chivalry. In this romance, the heraldic sign 

on Gawain’s shield does not show his ancestry, as is customary, but rather the chivalric values to which he 

aspires. His emblem – a five-pointed star – is a “bytoknyng of trawþe” (‘token of truth’) in keeping one’s 

word and, furthermore, symbolises “fraunchyse and fela3schyp forbe al þyng, / His clannes and his 

cortaysye croked were neuer, / And pité, þat passez alle poyntez” (626; 652-4). [“beneficence boundless 

and brotherly love / And pure mind and manners, that none might impeach, / And compassion most 

precious” (Borroff 652-4).] 
8
 In the Middle English romances, Sir Gawain is generally the most excellent knight at Arthur’s court. He is 

usually presented as the epitome of courtesy, often setting an example for others (Hahn 3). In this respect, 

Sir Kay – also a knight of Arthur’s court – is a notable exception. Frequently hot-tempered and 
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live up to this chivalric ideal and gain renown – the higher, the better. As Saunders 

explains, they can accomplish this by undertaking adventures in the forest: 

 

Chivalry can only be proven through adventure, that is, through the successful 

completion of a chance challenge [. . .].
9
 The forest thus becomes necessary, a 

landscape both delightful and dangerous in its offering of this adventure and in 

the range of human and supernatural challenges which it incorporates.  (80)  

 

In this way, the romance forest serves a vital narrative function, “essential to the knight’s 

existence” (Saunders 80). For instance, in Sir Degaré the young hero demonstrates his 

worth by slaying a fierce dragon which he encounters in the forest, thus saving an earl in 

true chivalrous fashion. Impressed by Degaré’s prowess, the grateful earl subsequently 

dubs him a knight (347-416). In Lybeaus Desconus, Libeaus – eager to prove himself – 

performs similar valiant deeds in the woods, as a result of which he is able to make a 

name for himself at Arthur’s court. Young and inexperienced, both heroes need to prove 

their worth, which they achieve by facing the adventures that the forest has to offer. In 

this way, venturing into the forest resembles an initiation ritual.
10

  

In The Avowyng of Arthur, Arthur and his knights Kay, Gawain and Baldwin 

actively set out to test their chivalry. Although they initially go into the woods in order to 

hunt a particularly ferocious boar, once there they each vow to undertake a specific 

adventure provided by the forest (117-44). Kay, for instance, decides to ride the forest all 

night and fight any hostile man he might meet, a deed by which he may prove his 

strength and courage. Gawain, in his turn, vows to keep watch at Tarn Wathelene all 

night and face whatever marvel he might encounter.
11

 As this example indicates, the 

knights anticipate and, while exposing themselves to danger, embrace the potentiality of 

the forest (Saunders 60-1, 80).  

                                                                                                                                                 
discourteous, he usually serves as a foil to Gawain’s composure and courtesy (Hahn 25).  
9
 However, it has to be noted that a knight’s chivalry can also be proven in tournaments, usually taking 

place in or near towns, or in a hunt. Although Saunders acknowledges this, she claims that tournaments do 

not offer glory in the way that the forest does, yet she neither illustrates nor explains this difference (66). 
10

 Salisbury describes Degaré’s forest journey during which he is able to prove himself as “the ritualized 

testing that marks passage into the world of chivalry” (91).   
11

 According to Hahn, boasting in medieval romances is a common way of establishing or testing a knight’s 

renown (113). 
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In her discussion of the romance forest as the scene of chivalric testing, Saunders 

focuses on the knight errant – a hero wandering the land in active search of adventure – 

basing herself on Chrétien de Troyes’s romances. Yet, unlike Chrétien’s romances, most 

Middle English romances do not feature such a knight. Neither Degaré nor Libeaus, for 

example, travels into the forest for the sole purpose of seeking random challenges. 

Instead, they have other motives: Libeaus, although eager for adventure, is on a quest to 

save a lady in distress and Degaré is on a personal mission to find his real parents.
12

 In 

fact, in the Middle English romances, heroes are generally challenged and tested by 

various antagonists encountered in or belonging to the forest (Hahn 3). As Lupack points 

out, occasionally “something strange from outside the court intrudes and challenges its 

people and its values” (302). In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, for instance, Gawain 

finds himself tested by Sir Bertilak, who, magically transformed into the Green Knight, 

has come from the wilderness to challenge Arthur’s court to a beheading contest on 

account of its reputation:  

 

 Bot for þe los of þe, lede [Arthur], is lyft vp so hy3e, 

 And þy bur3 and þy burnes best ar holden, 

 Stifest vnder stel-gere on steeds to ryde, 

 Þe wy3test and þe worþyest of þe worldes kynde, 

 Preue for to play wyth in oþer pure laykez, 

 And here is kydde cortaysye, as I haf herd carp, 

 And þat hatz wayned me hider, iwyis, at þis tyme. 

 [. . .] 

 Bot if þou be so bold as alle burnez tellen, 

 Þou wyl grant me godly þe gomen þat I ask  (258-64, 272-3) 

 

[But as the praise of you, prince [Arthur], is puffed up so high, 

 And your court and your company are counted the best, 

 Stoutest under steel-gear on steeds to ride, 

 Worthiest of their works the wide world over, 

 And peerless to prove in passages of arms, 

 And courtesy here is carried to its height, 

 And so at this season I have sought you out. 

 [. . .] 

 But if you be so bold as all men believe, 

 You will graciously grant the game that I ask  (Borroff 258-64, 272-3)] 

                                                 
12

 Yet, it has to be noted that Libeaus embarks on this quest because he wishes to prove his worth as a 

knight. In this way, he fits the prototype of the knight errant. 
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Accepting the challenge, Gawain beheads the Green Knight with his own axe, after 

which the stranger spectacularly picks up his severed head and reminds Gawain to visit 

him at his Green Chapel, located somewhere the wilderness, in order to receive the return 

blow (390-456). In this case, adventure comes to court, setting the plot in motion, yet the 

unfolding of this adventure – along with Gawain’s testing – takes place in the forest, at 

Sir Bertilak’s castle and at the Green Chapel.  

Not only a knight’s prowess can be tested in the forest but other chivalric 

qualities, such as courtesy, as well. In the Middle English romances, this is especially true 

for Gawain, who usually has to live up to his reputation of being exceedingly courteous. 

In Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisle, for instance, the Carle presents Gawain, Kay and 

Baldwin with several challenges testing their chivalric conduct, instead of their bravery 

or strength. These challenges include, for example, the knights’ treatment of the Carle’s 

property and their manners at the dinner table (298-354). Unlike his fellow knights, 

Gawain passes these tests, for only he treats the Carle courteously, respecting his host’s 

authority in his own castle (Hahn 82). Similarly, in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, 

Gawain’s courtesy and virtue are once more put to the test, when he promises to play a 

game with Sir Bertilak, which involves the exchange of all they might win during the 

day, and endures the temptations of Sir Bertilak’s wife (1105-25; Lupack 307, 303). 

Although Gawain expects to be tested on his courage at the Green Chapel, it turns out 

that the real test takes place at Sir Bertilak’s castle, focusing on Gawain’s knightly 

behaviour in keeping his word to his host (Saunders 153).  

 

 

§ 1.5. Transforming the wild 

 

A recurrent pattern in the Middle English romances – especially those centred on Sir 

Gawain – is the integration of threatening, mysterious and unfamiliar characters, 

generally belonging to or found in the wilderness, with “legitimate, normative, idealized 

chivalric society” (Hahn 41). During their stay in the forest, protagonists often encounter 

strange or dangerous characters, who occasionally set out to test or challenge the hero.
13

 

                                                 
13

 In several Middle English romance, such as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, a stranger from the forest 
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Their presence usually guarantees adventure. These characters can, almost without 

exception, be identified as outsiders: unlike Gawain and other protagonists, they are no 

part of the “central aristocratic society” featured in romances (Rider 115). Whereas this 

society, with Arthur’s court usually at its centre, is “normal” – that is to say orderly, 

civilised, safe and familiar, emphasizing chivalric values – outsiders belong to the 

unexpected, wild and marvellous realm of the forest and deviate from the norm, either 

completely or partially. For instance, they may have supernatural, monstrous or wild 

features, behave in an uncivilised, unchivalrous or lawless way, refuse to acknowledge 

Arthur’s rule, show hostility towards the hero or court, or simply provide mystery and 

adventure.  

 Outsiders and the traits that mark them as such are often termed “other” or 

“otherworldly.”
14

 In “The Other Worlds of Romance,” Jeff Rider considers outsiders to 

belong to various other worlds which exist opposite the central aristocratic one:  

 

Opposite this central aristocratic society, most medieval romances establish, or 

assume the existence of, other social “worlds” of various kinds. The members of 

these other worlds may resemble the members of the central society – they may 

be as sophisticated, rich, elegant, well-mannered as members of “our” society – 

but their worlds are nonetheless recognizably different from “ours.” Their motives 

and customs may be enigmatic or at least strange, and they themselves may be 

monstrous.  (115) 

 

In The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, for example, Ragnelle’s 

status as an outsider is not only determined by her hideous and monstrous appearance 

but, most of all, by her uncivilised behaviour: agreeing to help Arthur solve his quest on 

the condition that she be married to Gawain, she publicly demonstrates her lack of 

manners and moderation by stuffing herself with food at the wedding feast (601-21; Hahn 

42). As a most unsuitable wife to the most courteous of knights, Ragnelle poses an 

undeniable threat to the status quo at court. In addition, her enchanted condition ties her 

to the marvellous and the forest. Sir Gromer, who appears in the same romance, could 

also be considered an outsider because he threatens Arthur and “violate[s] knightly 

protocols” (Hahn 42). Having an old score to settle, he unexpectedly and aggressively 

                                                                                                                                                 
comes to court to challenge the hero or the entire court. For more on this, see “The testing of chivalry.” 
14

 See for instance Saunders (64) or Hahn (25).  
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confronts Arthur in the forest and is ready to fight him disregarding the fact that the king 

is unarmed (49-83). Similarly, in The Avowyng of Arthur, Sir Menealfe of the Mountayn, 

a strange knight whom Kay and – later on – Gawain encounter in the woods, disregards 

the chivalric code because he has captured a lady against her will, whereas knights are 

expected to treat women courteously (277-316). What is more, his marvellous name 

seems to connect him to the fairy kingdom and the wild (Hahn 114).  

The Carle in Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisle is separated from central 

society as well. Not only does the title of carle – meaning ‘churl’ – identify him as a man 

of lower social status, often crude and violent, he also has a wild and gigantic appearance 

(Hahn 81). In addition, he keeps four wild animals as household pets that cower in his 

presence, which emphasizes that the Carle is a threatening figure (223-45; Hahn 83). 

What is more, surrounded by mist, his castle appears remote and mysterious (121; Hahn 

83). However, the Carle’s behaviour is more complicated. On the one hand, he is known 

to kill any man who does not do his bidding, which unmistakably marks him as a 

dangerous outsider. Yet, on the other hand, he shows proper courtly conduct for he is 

civilised and courteous, even though Kay and Baldwin seem to consider him otherwise 

on account of his status. In fact, the Carle teaches both knights a lesson in courtesy (Hahn 

83).
15

  

As these examples show, outsiders frequently pose a threat not only to the 

protagonist but also to society and its values, because of which they are often killed by 

the protagonist. However, in several romances, outsiders eventually become acceptable 

members of society. In Sir Degaré, for instance, Degaré’s father, a fairy knight, can be 

characterised as a true threatening outsider at first: raping Degaré’s mother at the opening 

of the tale, he appears again at the scene as the antagonist of his son in the story’s 

concluding fight (90-113; 994-1030). Yet, at the end, the fairy knight’s role as outsider 

changes when father and son discover each other’s identity and become reconciled and 

the fairy knight is properly (re)united with Degaré’s mother through marriage, undoing 

                                                 
15

 Occasionally it can be hard to determine whether someone is an outsider or not. In Sir Gawain and the 

Green Knight, for instance, Gawain does not consider Sir Bertilak as an outsider because the latter does not 

seem strange or dangerous: Bertilak is highly courteous, civilised and hospitable, offering Gawain a place 

to celebrate Christmas. However, Bertilak does not belong to society: not only does he live at a separate 

court, beyond the scope of Arthur’s rule, but he also turns out to be the marvellous Green Knight (Saunders 

64). Instead of a safe alternative to Arthur’s court, Bertilak’s castle is a place of testing and adventure 

(Saunders 151). In this way, the author plays with audience expectations. 
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his previous crime (1048-68; 1079-93; Salisbury 96-7). In this way, the story ensures a 

happy ending in which everyone is satisfied and the former outsider has found his proper 

place in society (Hahn 43). 

The transformation from outsider into insider is often brought about by Gawain. 

In his edition of the Middle English Gawain romances, Thomas Hahn points out that 

Gawain’s role is to “effect the reconciliation or reappropriation, rather than the 

destruction of the strange or alien” (25). Indeed, whenever outsiders cross his path, 

Gawain – usually without being aware of it – tends to react by removing the threat they 

present, thus making them acceptable for society. As Hahn explains, Gawain’s success in 

this process is generally a result of his courtesy and mercifulness: 

 

As usual, Gawain’s role is to bring the strange, the threatening, and the resistant 

within the ambit of the Round Table; he does this by acting out his “olde 

curteisye” [. . .], imposing home values on the unfamiliar, making the antagonists 

of chivalry its allies.  (83) 

 

In Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisle, for instance, the Carle, who once made a vow to 

slay any guest refusing to do his bidding, eventually mends his wicked ways. As the 

Carle explains, his change is brought about by Gawain’s courteous respect for him (Hahn 

82). Because Gawain fully acceded to do anything his host asked of him, he released the 

Carle, as it were, from his vow and thus eliminated the danger he presented.
16

 Having 

been absolved from his obligation, the Carle now intends to give every future guest a 

warm welcome, promises to build a church for his victims’ souls and even invites Arthur 

to dinner: 

  

Now wulle I forsake my wyckyd lawys; 

 Ther schall no mo men her be slawe, iwys, 

 As ferthforthe as I may. 

 Gawen, for the love of the 

 Al schal be welcome to me 

   That comythe here by this way.  (541-6) 

 

                                                 
16

 In The Carle of Carlisle, a different Middle English version of the same story, the Carle, trapped in his 

churlish appearance by an enchantment, is literally transformed back into a noble knight when Gawain 

beheads him at his request, which breaks the spell (389-408; Hahn 81).  
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The Carle’s integration with society becomes complete when Arthur makes him a knight 

of the Round Table and the official lord of Carlisle (628-33). Although he retains his wild 

appearance, the Carle has now gained a new identity, along with a new name given by 

Arthur, and is thus transformed from a threatening outsider into a full-fledged member of 

society (Hahn 82). In the process, previously dangerous and unknown territory is made 

safe and familiar (Hahn 338).  

Similar integration occurs in The Avowyng of Arthur. After being defeated by 

Gawain, Sir Menealfe turns from an unchivalrous adversary into a fellow knight of the 

Round Table, obligated to honour the chivalric code. Although Gawain does not directly 

change Menealfe, he courteously praises his opponent’s prowess before court instead of 

killing him, as a result of which Arthur allows Menealfe to join the Round Table (561-72; 

Hahn 114). Menealfe, in turn, swears allegiance to the king.  

In The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, Ragnelle also becomes 

acceptable for society at the end when she is – outwardly as well as inwardly – 

transformed from an ugly and unmannered hag back into a fair and refined lady. This is a 

result of Gawain’s courteous conduct towards her. During their wedding night, Ragnelle 

presents Gawain with an impossible dilemma, asking him to choose whether he would 

rather have her beautiful in his bed by night but ugly by day for the entire world to see or 

beautiful during the day but ugly at night (656-66). Allowing Ragnelle to decide for him, 

Gawain gives her control – or sovereignty – over his life, thus satisfying the terms for 

setting her free from her enchantment (675-702; Hahn 43). Restored to her former 

identity, Ragnelle has now become a proper wife to Gawain and no longer forms a threat 

to court.
17

   

As these examples show, Gawain facilitates the acceptance of outsiders into 

society, by removing those qualities which alienate them from it. In this way, romances 

do not only end with the hero returning to court and resuming his place in society but also 

with the integration of former outsiders, which is often made official by Arthur.
18

 The 

                                                 
17

 Through Ragnelle, Sir Gromer appears to be reconciled to court as well, although Arthur does not believe 

he will change his discourteous behaviour (811-6; Hahn 43). 
18

 As Hahn points out, Arthur usually serves to “appear in finales, confirming Gawain’s successes and 

presiding over the reconciliation of conflict” (25). 
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transformation and eventual integration of outsiders from the forest shows the superiority 

of society and its values, such as chivalry, over the wilderness (Hahn 25, 44).  

 

 

§ 1.6. Conclusion 

 

The romance forest is a place of adventure, where the hero can encounter wild beasts, 

magical phenomena and, most frequently, dangerous or mysterious characters. These 

encounters usually constitute the main action of the narrative. Dangerous, mysterious and 

unknown, the romance forest is separated from chivalric society and court, where all is 

normal, safe and familiar. In the Middle English verse romances, the hero commonly 

goes into the forest in order to hunt, yet he may also venture into the wilderness as part of 

a quest or challenge. After experiencing his adventure or completing his quest or 

challenge, he then generally returns to court. Within the narrative structure, the romance 

forest may thus function as a place of recreation but always turns into the scene of marvel 

and adventure. In this way, it also serves to further the development of the plot.  

Because the forest is adventurous, it is often a scene of testing, where the hero can 

prove his worth as a knight and thus live up to society’s chivalric ideal by facing the 

challenges that the forest incorporates. The romance forest is thus delightful as well as 

dangerous in its promise of adventure (Saunders 80). In this way, it fulfils a need, serving 

an important narrative function as well as playing a role in the development of the 

protagonist’s character. In most Middle English romances, the hero does not actively 

search for adventures but is often tested on his prowess, courage and courtesy by 

characters belonging to or encountered in the woods.  

The dangerous or mysterious characters whom the hero encounters in the forest 

are usually outsiders, who are no part of society because, in one way or another, they 

deviate from the norm. In several Middle English romances, these outsiders eventually 

find their proper place in society. Gawain usually plays an important role in this process, 

as he commonly responds to outsiders by removing threatening or alienating features, 

making them acceptable for court as a result. He usually achieves this through his 

courtesy and mercifulness. During this process of transformation, the forest loses its 
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marvellous, wild and threatening aspects, since hostile opponents become allies, 

enchantments are broken and mysteries solved. On a thematic level, the romance forest 

thus serves to indicate the superiority of society and its values over the wild, since it 

provides the opportunity for transformation. 
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Chapter 2: Sir Orfeo 

 

Summary 

 

In Sir Orfeo, king Orfeo, the protagonist, decides to leave his realm for good and seek a 

life of exile in the woods after his wife Heurodis has been abducted by the king of fairies. 

Taking with him only his harp, which he is said to enjoy playing above all else, Orfeo 

spends more than ten years in the wilderness, living a harsh forest life. During his stay, he 

hides his harp in a hollow tree but, whenever he plays his instrument – at which he excels 

– the wild animals of the forest gather around him to listen to his music. Occasionally, he 

witnesses groups of fairies hunting or dancing in the forest. His period of self-exile ends 

when he recognises his wife amongst a group of fairy ladies hawking in the forest. 

However, the couple’s unexpected encounter is only brief for, as soon as the fairy ladies 

become aware of it, they force Heurodis to leave and return to the fairy king’s castle. 

Following them, Orfeo enters the Otherworld and the fairy king’s castle, where he 

pretends to be a wandering minstrel and plays his harp in front of the king. Enthralled by 

the music, the fairy king rewards Orfeo by granting him whatever he might desire. Orfeo 

asks for his wife and, obliged to keep his word, the fairy king is forced to release 

Heurodis. Maintaining his disguise as a minstrel, Orfeo returns to his kingdom together 

with his wife, where the steward, who has ruled the kingdom in Orfeo’s absence, invites 

him to play music at the royal castle. After testing the steward’s loyalty to him first, 

Orfeo finally reveals his true identity and is restored to the throne. Together with 

Heurodis, he lives long afterwards and, when both have died, the steward becomes king. 

 

 

§ 2.1. Introduction 

 

The forest is an important location in Sir Orfeo, since its protagonist spends more than 

ten years in the wilderness, living an isolated life of self-imposed exile. Structurally, 

Orfeo’s forest period forms the central episode in the narrative, which roughly consists of 
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five parts: Heurodis’s abduction, Orfeo’s resignation as king, his period of self-exile, his 

retrieval of Heurodis and his recovery of his kingdom. Indeed, the forest plays a 

significant role in the story, not only with regards to the narrative structure but also with 

regards to the development of Orfeo’s character and the poem’s central theme of how to 

deal with loss. In order to determine this role, it is important to examine the following 

aspects. First of all, this chapter will focus on Orfeo’s motives for going into the 

wilderness and examine the forest’s characteristics. Secondly, Orfeo’s state of mind and 

the way in which he experiences his stay in the forest will be discussed. In addition, this 

chapter will examine the development Orfeo undergoes during his forest stay and the 

events that lead to the end of his period of self-exile. Finally, the events that occur after 

Orfeo’s forest period will be discussed.  

 

 

§ 2.2. The forest as refuge 

 

Within the narrative structure, the forest featured in Sir Orfeo serves as a refuge for 

Orfeo. After Heurodis has been abducted by the fairy king, Orfeo decides to leave his 

realm and live in the wilderness. Informing his nobles of his radical decision, he appoints 

his steward to govern his kingdom in his place and explains his reasons for leaving:  

 

 Ich ordainy min heighe steward 

 To wite mi kingdom afterward; 

 In mi stede ben he schal 

 To kepe mi londes overall. 

 For now ichave mi quen y-lore, 

 The fairest levedi that ever was bore, 

 Never eft y nil no woman se. 

 Into wildernes ichil te 

 And live ther evermore 

 With wilde bestes in holtes hore; 

 And when ye understond that y be spent, 

 Make you than a parlement, 

 And chese you a newe king.  (205-17) 
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As these lines indicate, Orfeo no longer intends to be king and does not wish to be 

with or even see another woman ever again – and, therefore, rejects the possibility of 

seeking marital bliss once more – now that he is unable to be with his beloved wife. In 

this way, he refuses to carry on with his life without Heurodis and does not come to terms 

with his loss. Even though she has not literally died, he seems to experience her 

abduction as such.
19

 What is more, he rejects human companionship altogether by his 

decision to spend the rest of his life in the wilderness, where he intends to have only 

“wilde bestes” for company (214). Indeed, he prefers to be alone, which is also shown by 

the fact that he does not allow any man to come with him: “No man most with him go” 

(233).   

Although Orfeo hardly elaborates on his motives and inner feelings, he seems to 

choose a life of exile in the forest not only because he wishes to be alone but also because 

he sees no reason to move on with his life and to partake in society anymore, in spite of 

his barons’ desperate pleas to stay: “[The nobles] praid [Orfeo], yif his wille were, / That 

he no schuld nought fram hem go. / ‘Do way!’ quath he, ‘It schal be so!’” (224-6). 

Indeed, he symbolically distances himself from society and his former, civilised life at 

court by renouncing any form of comfort when he departs. Bare-footed and merely 

dressed in a pilgrim’s cloak, he leaves his kingdom without any luxury except for his 

harp:
20

 

 

 Bot a sclavin on him he toke. 

 He no hadde kirtel no hode, 

 Schert, ne no nother gode, 

 Bot his harp he tok algate 

And dede him barfot out atte gate;  (228-32) 

 

Furthermore, Orfeo seems to decide to leave society in order to escape his social 

obligations and duties as king, which would otherwise force him to move on with his life. 

This is not to say that he simply forsakes his kingdom and neglects his duties for he 

makes arrangements for the governing of his realm and the succession of his throne 

before he leaves. Considering his refusal to carry on with his life, it seems that even daily 

                                                 
19

 See “Orfeo’s state of mind and forest experience” later on in this chapter.  
20

 According to Laskaya, Orfeo’s renunciation of comfort suggests a desire to suffer (50).  
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tasks and activities are too much to handle. Indeed, it appears that the nobles would put 

considerable pressure on their king to come to terms with his loss and carry on with his 

life. When the steward grieves over the presumed death of his beloved king later on in the 

story, they try to calm and console him by reasoning that nothing can be done to mend 

death, implying that it is a natural and, therefore, inevitable part of life which one simply 

has to accept: “And [the barons] telleth him [the steward] how it geth ─ / ‘It is no bot of 

mannes deth!’” (551-2). Unwilling to carry on with his life without Heurodis, Orfeo thus 

escapes society, as it were, preferring to live in the forest instead. 

Looking at medieval political theories on kingship, Erik Kooper argues that 

Orfeo’s decision to go into self-exile is a result of his loss of self-governance (125). 

According to medieval theories, society consisted of three levels – “the individual citizen, 

the household and the state” – which depended on each other and came together in the 

king (119, 120). As a king, Kooper explains, Orfeo fulfils a model function at all three 

levels (120). However, confronted with Heurodis’s abduction, he becomes so devastated 

as a husband and an individual that he is no longer capable to function properly as a king 

and has no other option but to retreat from society (125). 

 In her discussion of the forest in Sir Orfeo, Saunders describes it as a place of 

“lament and loss” (137). She explains that, by going into the wilderness, Orfeo follows 

the pattern of “the flight into the forest of the lover maddened by grief or loss” (137). As 

Saunders argues, Orfeo therefore chooses to go into the forest because it is an appropriate 

setting for the expression of his extreme grief (137). Yet, however valid this 

interpretation may be, it hardly examines Orfeo’s reasons for his actions.
21

 

The forest provides a fitting refuge for Orfeo. It appears to be far-removed from 

civilisation since none of Orfeo’s followers knows where he went (494). In fact, it 

happens to be closely located to the Otherworld, the entrance of which may be found in a 

rock somewhere in the woods, as is usual in medieval literature (347-51). Furthermore, 

the forest is isolated: apart from animals and fairies – who occasionally visit the woods – 

no human beings or creatures seem to come here. Although Orfeo lives a harsh life in the 

wilderness, it is tranquil in contrast to society, for it is a place without responsibilities or 

distractions, which makes it easy for Orfeo to bring his life to a halt. 
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 See Laskaya (50-1) for a short overview of possible interpretations of Orfeo’s self-exile.  
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§ 2.3. The forest as place of emotional crisis and development  

 

A central theme in Sir Orfeo – closely linked to Orfeo’s characterization – is how Orfeo 

deals with his loss and adversity. The forest plays an important role in this. First of all, it 

serves as a place where Orfeo experiences an emotional crisis, as a result of Heurodis’s 

abduction. This is indicated by his state of mind at the outset of his exile and the way in 

which he initially experiences his forest stay. Secondly, the forest serves as a place where 

Orfeo gradually undergoes a grieving process. This eventually leads to the end of his 

period of self-exile when he happens to meet Heurodis again, a moment often referred to 

as the recognition scene. Subsequently, he returns to his former happy life by retrieving 

his wife and kingdom.  

 

 

2.3.1. Orfeo’s state of mind and initial forest experience 

 

After the fairy king has taken Heurodis, Orfeo experiences much sorrow. In fact, he is so 

devastated by her abduction that he is said to have nearly died from grief:  

 

The king into his chaumber is go, 

 And oft swoned opon the ston,  

 And made swiche diol and swiche mon 

 That neighe his liif was y-spent – 

 Ther was non amendement.  (196-200) 

 

As the narrator underlines, there is no remedy for the king’s sorrow, which is not 

surprising considering Orfeo’s great affection for Heurodis. Greatly concerned for her 

well-being when she turns out to be in danger, he emphasizes how important his wife is 

to him: “Lever me were to lete mi liif / Than thus to lese the quen, mi wiif!” (177-8). In 

fact, prior to her abduction, Heurodis describes their relationship as one based on mutual 

and almost perfect love:  

 

Sethen we first togider were, 

 Ones wroth never we nere; 
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 Bot ever ich have yloved the 

 As mi liif and so thou me;  (121-4) 

 

Indeed, Orfeo’s love for his wife is central in the poem. It greatly determines his action 

and, thus, the plot of the story and even leads to his self-imposed exile. As the narrator 

explains at the opening of the tale, love is often a prominent subject matter in Breton 

lays: “Of al thinges that men seth, / Most [Breton lays] o love, forsothe, they beth” (11-

2). 

However, confronted with the abduction of his wife, Orfeo is not only mournful 

but shows a highly pessimistic and defeatist attitude as well. Rather than coming to terms 

with his loss, he becomes so downcast that he thinks it pointless to carry on with his life 

without Heurodis and decides to lead an isolated life of self-exile in the wilderness 

instead.
22

 Indeed, he loses all pleasure in life. In addition, he does not even talk about his 

grief. Whereas preceding Heurodis’s abduction he expresses his dismay about her 

alarming situation, Orfeo now appears to see no reason to spend any words on his woe. 

What is more, he automatically assumes – without question – that he has lost Heurodis 

forever, whereas this is not the case. In explaining his decision to leave his kingdom, he 

explicitly states that he has his “quen y-lore,” as if she were dead (209). Yet the narrator 

describes the event as follows: “[t]he quen was oway y-twight, / With fairi forth y-nome” 

(192-3). Similarly, the beggar whom Orfeo asks for tidings of his former kingdom 

towards the closing of the tale relates how their “quen was stole owy, / Ten yer gon, with 

fairy” (491-2). Neither the narrator nor the beggar mention anything about Heurodis 

being irretrievably lost, yet this is what Orfeo, without any apparent cause, appears to 

take for a fact. This sense of bereavement might account for the fact that he does not 

embark on a quest to find and rescue his wife, as one would expect a romance hero to do, 

but chooses to go into self-exile.
23

  

During his stay in the woods, Orfeo initially adjusts to the laws of nature – the 

only laws that apply in the forest – and, as a result, he is reduced to an almost bestial 

                                                 
22

 Although Orfeo’s decision to go into self-exile might seem extreme for modern readers, the depression 

and emotional crisis he endures as a result of the loss of a loved one seems quite realistic.  
23

 As Gros Louis points out, it is striking that Orfeo does not set out in search of Heurodis, whereas the 

classical Orpheus does and – refusing to accept his wife’s death – even tries to bring her back from the 

Underworld (245-6). 
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state. Like an animal, he tries to survive in the wilderness and is, therefore, mainly 

occupied with gathering food: “Now may he al day digge and wrote / Er he finde his fille 

of rote” (255-6). Unlike conventional romance heroes, who remain representatives of 

court throughout their stay in the woods, Orfeo thus loses his former identity as a 

civilised member of society. This is emphasized by the change in his appearance for, 

during his stay, he begins to look like a proper wilde man (Saunders 137; Kooper 126):  

 

 Al his bodi was oway dwine 

 For missays, and al to-chine. 

 [. . .] 

 His here of his berd, blac and rowe, 

 To his girdel-stede was growe.  (261-2, 265-6) 

 

Indeed, Orfeo primarily leads a harsh life in the wilderness, even more so since he 

chooses to live in the forest without any form of comfort. As the narrator vividly 

describes, he does not experience any comfort but suffers greatly: 

 

Nothing he fint that him is ays 

Bot ever he liveth in gret malais. 

[. . .] 

Lord! who may telle the sore 

This king sufferd ten yere and more?  (239-40, 263-4) 

 

In addition to his misery, Orfeo’s stay in the wilderness can initially be 

characterised by his inaction and passiveness. During the ten years following Heurodis’s 

abduction, he does not search for her at all nor does he try to follow the fairy king and the 

other fairies he occasionally sights in the forest in order to get her back. Although the 

narrator repeatedly remarks that Orfeo does not know where these fairies went (288, 

296), which seems to imply that it is difficult to follow them, there is no mention of any 

actual effort on his part to find out. In fact, he hardly acts upon the fairies’ presence. 

Whereas most romance heroes experience adventures through encounters with 

supernatural beings, such as fairies, Orfeo avoids all contact and merely observes them 

whenever they happen to be near. Nothing seems to concern him anymore except for the 

bare essentials of life. 
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Indeed, Orfeo seems to be leading a stagnant – or frozen – life in the woods for, 

by going into self-exile, he neither tries to carry on with his former life without Heurodis 

nor attempts to get her back. In this way, his life in the wilderness rather resembles the 

permanent state of half-life in which the fairies keep their taken. Neither living nor dead, 

the fairies’ victims are kept on gruesome display, which is the first thing Orfeo witnesses 

when he enters the fairy king’s castle later on in the tale: “[Orfeo] seighe liggeand within 

the wal/ Of folk that were thider y-brought / And thought dede, and nare nought” (388-

90). The plot seems to reflect Orfeo’s standstill for, although his period of self-exile 

forms the central episode in the story’s narrative structure, most of the action takes place 

outside the forest, in society and the Otherworld. Rather than being a site of danger and 

adventure, the forest is thus a place of stagnation, where Orfeo puts his life on hold. 

 

 

2.3.2. Grieving process 

 

During his period of self-exile, Orfeo appears to undergo a gradual development of 

coming to terms with his loss. Although the narrator hardly gives any insight into Orfeo’s 

thoughts or feelings, Orfeo eventually seems to become less mournful, pessimistic and 

passive and to grow more positive and active instead. His harp plays an essential role in 

this process.
24

 At the opening of the story, it becomes clear that harping plays an 

important role in Orfeo’s life, for the narrator introduces his protagonist first and 

foremost as a harper and stresses his great love for playing the instrument: “Orfeo mest of 

ani thing / Lovede the gle of harping” (25-6). A natural talent, Orfeo is said to excel at 

harping, surpassing all others. In fact, his music has such an enchanting effect that all 

those who hear it imagine themselves to be in Paradise:  

 

 In al the warld was no man bore 

 That ones Orfeo sat bifore –  

 And he might of his harping here – 

 Bot he schuld thenche that he were 

                                                 
24

 Kooper also stresses the importance of the harp with regards to Orfeo’s recovery, referring to the harp as 

a “symbol of the degree of self-control or inner harmony of the protagonist” (130). Laskaya points out that 

the harp is “essential for Heurodis’ recovery and for Orfeo’s restoration” (20). 
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 In on of the joies of Paradis, 

 Swiche melody in his harping is.  (33-8) 

 

When he leaves society and goes into the forest, Orfeo takes nothing with him but 

his harp, “whereon was al his gle” (267). As this remark indicates, he is still able to find 

some pleasure in harping while staying in the wilderness, despite his overall suffering. 

One might therefore safely assume that making music has a positive effect on his 

disposition, presumably offering him consolation. Indeed, considering the effect his 

music has on others, it is likely that it has an effect on Orfeo himself as well. However, in 

describing Orfeo’s period of self-exile, the narrator – at first – only focuses on Orfeo’s 

harsh life in the wilderness without any reference to his harp. It is only after giving an 

extensive account of how much his protagonist suffers during the course of his stay that 

the narrator relates what Orfeo has done with the instrument:  

 

 His harp, whereon was al his gle, 

 He hidde in an holwe tre; 

 And when the weder was clere and bright, 

 He toke his harp to him wel right 

 And harped at his owhen wille.  (267-71) 

 

Although the way in which the narrator describes Orfeo’s forest period is not 

distinctly chronological, the fact that he first elaborates on the many hardships Orfeo has 

endured throughout the years before mentioning his harp seems to suggest that, initially, 

Orfeo – merely concerned with the bare essentials of life – only suffers and does not have 

harping on his mind. Thus, it would seem that he hides his harp for a considerable while 

until, at a certain point, he feels the desire to play it again. This, in turn, implies that, 

during his period of self-exile, he undergoes an emotional change, as he becomes 

interested in harping again. Indeed, Orfeo seems to regain a sense of optimism for he 

eventually starts playing his harp whenever the weather is “clere and bright” (269; 

Kooper 126). This does not only suggest that he begins to take notice of bright weather 

but that he is – in a positive way – influenced by it as well, since it appears to inspire him 

to make music. Appreciating sunshine and enjoying his music, Orfeo starts to experience 
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pleasure in his life once more – albeit slightly – whereas at the outset of his exile he only 

seemed to grieve and suffer.  

In addition to growing more positive, Orfeo seems to become more active as well: 

he responds to bright weather and occupies himself with an activity from his previous life 

at court. In this way, he no longer lives solely like an animal and seems to recover some 

of his former identity as a civilised member of society. His harp could be regarded as a 

symbol of civilisation (Laskaya 20). In fact, it has the power to tame the wild and 

influence nature because whenever Orfeo plays his harp, all the wild animals of the 

woods – in a rather Disney-like manner – gather around him to listen to and enjoy his 

music: 

 

 Into alle the wode the soun [of Orfeo’s music] gan schille, 

 That alle the wilde bestes that ther beth 

 For joie abouten [Orfeo] thai teth, 

 And alle the foules that ther were 

 Come and sete on ich a brere 

 To here his harping a-fine – 

 So miche melody was therin;  (272-8) 

 

A similar development towards becoming more positive and active is suggested 

by Orfeo’s reaction to the fairies who occasionally visit the forest. As the narrator relates, 

Orfeo sometimes sees groups of fairies in the woods taking part in hunting, parading, 

dancing and making music.
25

 Although he is even said to see the fairy king himself at 

times, he only observes the fairies, presumably from a distance.
26

 However, on a certain 

day towards the end of his forest period, he witnesses a group of fairy ladies occupied 

with hawking, the sight of which reminds him of his former life at court and fills him 

with pleasure:  

 

 That seigh Orfeo, and lough: 

 “Parfay!” quath he, “ther is fair game; 

 Thider ichil, bi Godes name; 

 Ich was y-won swiche werk to se!”  (314-7) 

                                                 
25

 As Laskaya points out, the fairy activities resemble the traditional pastimes of the courtly world (54). 
26

 Although the narrator does not describe how Orfeo reacts to the fairies, the mere absence of such a 

description suggests that Orfeo’s only response is to observe. 
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While, at first, Orfeo hardly seemed to respond to the fairies’ presence – even though 

their activities on earlier occasions must have reminded him of his life at court – he now 

unmistakably enjoys watching them, since he actually laughs. What is more, he shows an 

interest in the fairies for he decides to approach them and get a closer look, whereas 

before he just passively observed them. Once again, it appears that he begins to take 

pleasure in life again, especially in those things related to his previous life, and gradually 

becomes active and responsive.
27

 

Although the plot reaches a standstill during his stay in the wilderness, Orfeo 

seems to undergo an inner process of coming to terms with his loss. This emotional 

development appears to be reflected in the narrator’s description of Orfeo’s forest period. 

At first, the narrator merely focuses on the harsh life Orfeo leads in the wilderness, 

emphasizing his misery. By only using negative terms to describe Orfeo’s forest stay and 

by juxtaposing his previous life of royal comfort with his hardships as an exile, the 

narrator presents Orfeo’s forest period as a highly negative experience.  

However, as Orfeo becomes more optimistic, the way in which the narrator 

presents his forest stay becomes more positive as well. When Orfeo is said to start 

playing his harp and, thus, begins to enjoy himself again, the forest no longer seems such 

a dismal place. Not only does the narrator remark that Orfeo begins harping whenever the 

weather is bright – which implies that it can also be pleasant to be in the woods – but he 

no longer focuses on Orfeo’s suffering. Considering that sunny days must have occurred 

throughout Orfeo’s stay, it seems, therefore, that the narrator did not mention bright 

weather until now because Orfeo did not seem to notice it until now. Although Orfeo’s 

life in the wilderness undoubtedly continues to be hard, his misery no longer seems to 

predominate. Indeed, the narrator does not appear to describe the forest itself but rather 

Orfeo’s experience of it, which changes as he emotionally develops. In this way, the 

                                                 
27

 Saunders provides an alternative interpretation. Pointing out that – in contrast to earlier fairy hunts – the 

hawks of the ladies actually capture their game, she argues that the physical capture and Orfeo’s subsequent 

laughter form “the turning-point of the narrative” (139-40). Since Orfeo did not respond to the hunting of 

the fairies on earlier occasions, Saunders suggests that it is the hawks’s capture, the physical manifestation 

of the hunt, which reminds Orfeo of his former life and his former experience of the forest as a place of 

hunting and pleasure (140). According to Saunders, Orfeo now shares the fairies’ forest experience, as a 

result of which he turns from passive to active and is able to follow the fairies (140). As she explains, “the 

role of the forest shifts from that of marginal area where faery and human meet to that of the physical limen 

or passage to the otherworld” (140). 
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wilderness seems to be a neutral place, neither negative nor positive per definition.
28

 This 

is also suggested by the fact that the fairies have a different experience of the forest 

altogether, since they use it for recreational purposes (Saunders 138-9).  

 

 

2.3.3. The recognition scene 

 

After more than ten years, Orfeo’s period of self-exile ends when he happens to recognise 

Heurodis amongst the group of fairy ladies who have come to the forest to hawk. This 

encounter, often referred to as the recognition scene, seems to mark the definite ending of 

Orfeo’s period of depression and passiveness. In fact, it is a direct result of his more 

positive and active attitude since – amused by the hawking of the fairy ladies –  Orfeo 

decides to take a closer look, as a result of which he suddenly finds himself face to face 

with his wife:  

 

 He aros, and thider gan te. 

 To a levedi he was y-come, 

 Biheld, and hath wele undernome, 

 And seth bi al thing that it is 

 His owhen quen, Dam Heurodis. 

 Yern he biheld hir, and sche him eke, 

 Ac noither to other a word no speke; 

 For messais that sche on him seighe, 

 That had ben so riche and so heighe, 

 The teres fel out of her eighe.  (318-27) 

 

Despite more than ten years of separation and Orfeo’s drastic change in appearance, the 

couple recognise each other almost straightaway, yet they do not speak.
29

 Moved to tears, 

Heurodis is grieved by the sadness she sees on her husband and deplores the debased 

state in which Orfeo, once a king, appears to be. However, the unexpected encounter 

between the couple is only brief for, as soon as the fairy ladies notice Heurodis crying, 

                                                 
28

 The forest is also neutral in contrast to society and the Otherworld, since the former is a place of 

obligations and responsibilities and the latter a place of magic, danger and adventure.  
29

 It remains unclear whether they are unwilling or unable to speak to each other.  
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they quickly force her to leave: “The other levedis this y-seighe / And maked hir oway to 

ride – / Sche most with him no lenger abide” (328-30).  

Seeing his wife again has a strong impact on Orfeo for, like Heurodis, he 

experiences grief. His grief is caused by the frustrating fact that the couple did not speak 

to one another during their brief encounter, while conversation used to be an important 

part of their relationship: 

 

    “Allas!” quath he, “now me is wo!” 

 Whi nil deth now me slo? 

 Allas, wreche, that y no might 

 Dye now after this sight! 

 Allas! to long last mi liif, 

 When y no dar nought with mi wiif, 

 No hye to me, o word speke. 

 Allas! Whi nil min hert breke!  (331-8) 

 

Yet, despite his distress, Orfeo does not become despondent – as he did after 

Heurodis’s abduction – but rather decides to follow the fairy ladies in order to rescue his 

wife: 

 

 Parfay!” quath he, “tide wat bitide, 

 Whiderso this levedis ride, 

 The selve way ichil streche –  

 Of liif no deth me no reche.”  (339-42) 

 

Whereas previously Orfeo did not wish to carry on without Heurodis and brought his life 

to a standstill, he is now determined to mend his situation and shows a resolve not to be 

discouraged by whatever happens. In fact, he claims to be prepared to die in order to get 

his wife back. As the narrator comments, he has “wel gode wil” to follow the fairy ladies, 

which indicates that he has found new motivation in his life (345). In this way, Orfeo 

seems far removed from his passive and pessimistic self at the outset of his exile. Making 

a definite break from his bestial state, he becomes rather like a conventional romance 

hero embarking on a quest. As Saunders points out, Orfeo moves from “the passive role 

of the hermit or madman to the active role of the questing knight or huntsman” (140). 
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Indeed, he does not linger but takes immediate action, for he quickly collects his few 

belongings and starts to follow the fairy ladies:
30

 

 

 His sclavain he dede on also spac 

 And henge his harp opon his bac, 

 And had wel gode wil to gon –  

 He no spard noither stub no ston. 

 In at a roche the levedis rideth, 

 And he after, and nought abideth  (343-8) 

 

The sudden action in the plot and the accelerated pace of the narrative seem to underline 

Orfeo’s active attitude: “stub no ston” can stop him and he does not even hesitate to 

follow the fairy ladies through the rock and enter the Otherworld (346). The forest is, 

thus, no longer a place of stagnation. Instead, it becomes the scene of adventure, although 

the unfolding of this adventure takes place in the Otherworld.  

Through his encounter with Heurodis, Orfeo finally leaves the forest after 

spending more than ten years here. Yet it is due to the active and optimistic attitude he 

seems to have regained that his period of passiveness finally comes to an end. 

 

 

2.3.4. Retrieval and return 

 

After entering the Otherworld, Orfeo arrives at the fairy king’s castle, which has such 

excessive and – one may add – unnatural beauty that it reminds him of Paradise:  

 

 Al that lond was ever light, 

 For when it schuld be therk and night, 

 The riche stones [of the fairy king’s castle] light gone 

 As bright as doth at none the sonne. 

 [. . .] 

 Bi al thing him think that it is 

 The proude court of Paradis.  (369-72, 375-6) 

 

                                                 
30

 This action seems to parallel his previous departure from society: at both occasions Orfeo is determined 

to leave, although now he leaves the forest and continues his life, whereas previously he came to the forest, 

refusing to carry on with his life.  
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However, inside the castle, Orfeo is confronted with the gruesome sight of all the fairy 

king’s victims, including his own wife. In this way, the fairy castle’s marvellous outward 

appearance forms a sharp contrast with the cruelty that takes place inside (Laskaya 48-9, 

59).  

Pretending to be a wandering minstrel, Orfeo introduces himself to the fairy king 

and offers to play for him (430-4). Similar to the effect of his music on the animals in the 

forest, he seems to be able to enchant all present within the castle with his “blisseful 

notes” (438): 

 

[. . .] al that in the palays were 

 Com to him forto here, 

 And liggeth adoun to his fete – 

 Hem thenketh his melody so swete.  (439-42) 

 

As this passage shows, the fairies in the castle gather around Orfeo – even sit down at his 

feet – in the same way as the wild beasts in the woods gathered around him (Laskaya 57). 

Even the fairy king listens intently: “The [fairy] king herkneth and sitt ful stille; / To here 

[Orfeo’s] gle he hath gode wille” (443-4).  

After Orfeo finishes his harping, the fairy king wishes to reward him, as 

conventions require. In fact, he offers Orfeo whatever he might desire: “Menstrel, me 

liketh wel thi gle. / Now aske of me what it be, / Largelich ichil the pay” (449-51). 

However, the king comes to regret his promise almost directly afterwards, for Orfeo 

cleverly asks for his wife. This so-called “rash boon” motif is often an important plot 

device in romances, in this case leading to Heurodis’s retrieval (Laskaya 58). Astonished 

by Orfeo’s request, the fairy king initially refuses to grant his wish. He appears to be 

judging Orfeo solely on his wild appearance, for he is appalled by the idea of Orfeo 

taking such a lovely lady as Heurodis:  

 

 A sori couple of you it were, 

 For thou art lene, rowe and blac, 

 And sche is lovesum, withouten lac; 

 A lothlich thing it were, forthi, 

 To sen hir in thi compayni.  (458-62)  
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These lines offer the only insight into the fairy king’s character and suggest that he has 

abducted Heurodis because of her beauty. However, Orfeo reminds him that it would be a 

disgrace for a king to break his word: 

 

 Yete were it a wele fouler thing 

 To here a lesing of thi mouthe! 

 So, sir, as ye seyd nouthe, 

 What ich wold aski, have y schold, 

 And nedes thou most thi word hold.  (464-8) 

 

As Laskaya points out, the fairy kingdom observes the rules and code of conduct of the 

courtly world (56, 58). Bound by honour to keep his word, the fairy king thus grants 

Orfeo’s wish and allows him to leave the Otherworld together with Heurodis.  

 Although before Orfeo was unable to prevent the fairy king taking Heurodis – for 

military force proved pointless against the fairies’ magic – he is now able to rescue his 

wife with his harp. Indeed, whereas the Otherworld resembles Paradise only in 

appearance, Orfeo’s music is capable of making those who listen to it believe they 

actually are in Paradise (Laskaya 55). In this way, Orfeo differs from conventional 

romance heroes, who usually rely on their strength, courage or courtesy for success.  

 Once he has rescued Heurodis, Orfeo leaves the Otherworld and returns to 

Winchester, the capital of his former kingdom, where he and his wife take lodgings with 

a beggar who lives on the edge of town. Orfeo’s transition back into society is gradual, as 

he literally and figuratively starts at the periphery. Borrowing the beggar’s clothes, he 

maintains his disguise as a minstrel. When he ventures into town, it becomes clear that he 

has become an outsider in his own kingdom for all who see him are shocked by his wild 

appearance: 

 

 “Lo!” thai seyd, “swiche a man! 

 Hou long the here hongeth him opan! 

 Lo! Hou his berd hongeth to his kne! 

 He is y-clongen also a tre!”  (505-8) 

 

After spending more than ten years in the wilderness, Orfeo looks like a wild man, 

despite the fact that he no longer lives like an animal. When he happens to meet his 
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steward, who has ruled the kingdom since Orfeo left, he introduces himself as a “harpour 

of hethenisse” and asks for help (513). Kind and generous, the steward invites Orfeo to 

play at court in honour of his lord’s memory: 

 

The steward seyd, “Com with me, come; 

 Of that ichave, thou schalt have some. 

 Everich gode harpour is welcom me to  

 For mi lordes love, Sir Orfeo.”  (515-8) 

 

At court, Orfeo plays his harp and, once again, his music captivates all present: 

“The blissefulest notes he harped there / That ever ani man y-herd with ere − / Ich man 

liked wele his gle” (527-9). However, the steward instantly recognises the harp as that of 

his lord and demands to know how his guest got hold of it. In order to test the steward’s 

loyalty to him, Orfeo lies that he found the instrument in the forest ten years before, next 

to a man’s corpse. Believing his lord to be dead, the steward is utterly devastated by this 

news, thus passing Orfeo’s test with flying colours: “King Orfeo knewe wele bi than / His 

steward was a trewe man / And loved him as he aught to do” (553-5). Indeed, when 

Orfeo finally reveals his true identity, the steward and all the lords at court are 

overwhelmed with joy and excitement and immediately acknowledge Orfeo’s 

sovereignty: “And all thai seyd at o criing: / ‘Ye beth our lord, sir, and our king!’ / Glad 

thai were of his live” (581-3). In this way, Orfeo’s harp not only plays an important role 

in his personal rescue, but also helps him retrieve his wife and his kingdom.  

The narrative comes full circle when Orfeo, after first losing his wife and his 

kingdom, finally regains Heurodis and is restored to his throne. Whereas before his royal 

duties became too much to handle, now that he has overcome his emotional crisis, he is 

ready to rule his kingdom once more. Not only is he officially crowned but he also 

becomes a king in appearance again: his long beard is shaven. In this way, Orfeo has 

fully returned to his former happy life. Together with Heurodis, he lives long afterwards 

and, when both have died, the steward becomes king.
31
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 It is remarkable that the narrator does not pay any attention on the relationship between Orfeo and 

Heurodis anymore, whereas he did during the first part of the narrative.  
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§ 2.4. Conclusion 

 

Confronted with the abduction of his wife, Orfeo experiences an emotional crisis: he 

loses all pleasure in life and becomes passive and dejected. In fact, he does not see any 

reason to move on with his life without Heurodis and decides to live alone in the 

wilderness, where he does not have to deal with his royal duties. Within the narrative 

structure, the forest thus serves as a refuge for Orfeo.  

In the forest, Orfeo puts his life on hold. Living almost like an animal, he leads a 

harsh life and only takes an interest in foraging. However, during his stay he undergoes 

an emotional development, for he eventually becomes more optimistic and active. 

Playing his harp, he begins to experience pleasure in life again. Furthermore, he 

eventually reacts to the fairies he occasionally sights in the woods, as a result of which he 

happens to meet his wife and his period of passiveness comes to an end. No longer 

passive and defeatist, he is now determined to rescue his wife and finally leaves the 

wilderness. The forest thus plays a role in Orfeo’s characterization and the poem’s central 

theme of how to deal with loss, as it serves as a place where Orfeo overcomes his crisis 

and gradually comes to terms with his loss.  
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Chapter 3: Sir Perceval of Galles 

 

Summary 

 

In Sir Perceval of Galles, the young hero Perceval grows up in a forest unaware of the 

world beyond the border of the trees. After his father, one of the best knights at King 

Arthur’s court, has been killed by the vengeful Red Knight during – what should have 

been – a friendly tournament in celebration of Perceval’s birth, his mother Acheflour, 

who happens to be Arthur’s sister, decides to turn her back on society for good and takes 

her new-born son to the forest. Here, Perceval lives in total ignorance for fifteen years, 

until he meets three knights hunting in the woods and, wishing to become a knight 

himself, leaves the forest to seek Arthur, who recognises the young hero as his nephew. 

Eager to become a knight, Perceval defeats the Red Knight and sets off in search of 

similar adventures: he kills the Red Knight’s witch-mother, comes to the aid of lady 

Lufamore by crushing the hostile Saracen army laying siege to her castle and fights the 

army’s leader, Sultan Gollerothirame. In the process, he is knighted by Arthur and 

marries Lufamore, thus becoming king of her lands. Concerned for his mother, Perceval 

eventually returns to the forest, where he finds Acheflour driven to madness by the 

mistaken assumption that her son is dead. However, Perceval is able to restore her sanity 

with the help of a friendly porter and takes her to his castle, his new home, thus securing 

a happy ending. Afterwards, Perceval is said to fight many battles in the Holy Land, 

where he is reported to have died. 

 

 

§ 3.1. Introduction 

 

The forest features significantly in Sir Perceval of Galles, since its protagonist grows up 

in the wilderness, completely isolated from chivalric society. Structurally, the narrative 

consists of five main parts: Acheflour’s departure from society together with her new-

born son, Perceval’s youth and upbringing in the forest, his adventures in society, his 
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return to the forest and recovery of his mother and their combined return to society. In 

this way, the story of Perceval more or less begins and ends in the forest.
32

  

In the poem, the forest plays a role on three levels. First of all, this chapter will 

determine the role of the forest within the narrative structure by looking at Acheflour’s 

motives for going into the woods and Perceval’s experience of his stay here. Secondly, 

the forest’s role with regards to Perceval’s characterization will be discussed by 

examining the general features of the forest, its influence on Perceval’s character and the 

development of Perceval’s character during his stay in society and return to the forest. 

Closely linked to his character development is the theme of what defines a true chivalrous 

knight. Finally, this chapter will focus on the role which the forest plays on a thematic 

level by looking at the contrast between Perceval, as a representative of the wilderness, 

and court, as the centre of civilisation.  

Many critics have discussed Sir Perceval of Galles only in comparison to Chrétien 

de Troyes’s earlier and more literary romance on Perceval, Le Conte du Graal, with 

which the Middle English version has much in common (Braswell 1-2; Lupack 232). As 

a result, they have usually failed to see the poem’s humour and unity, not only with 

regards to structure but also with regards to characterization. This chapter, therefore, will 

approach the poem as a work of literature in its own right.  

 

 

§ 3.2. The forest as refuge and home  

 

Within the narrative structure, the forest featured in Sir Perceval of Galles serves as a 

refuge for Acheflour and a home for Perceval. After her husband has been killed by the 

Red Knight, Acheflour makes a pledge to leave society and live with her new-born son in 

the forest for good: 

 

 And [Acheflour] hase gyffen a gyfte, 

    Holde if scho may, 

                                                 
32

 Although one may argue that several different forests feature in Sir Perceval of Galles, for the sake of 

convenience this chapter will only focus on the forest in which Perceval grows up and to which he 

eventually returns.  



 

 39 

 That scho schall never mare wone 

 In stede, with hir yonge sone, 

 Ther dedes of armes schall be done, 

    By nyghte ne be daye. 

 Bot in the wodde schall he be: 

 Sall he no thyng see 

 Bot the leves of the tree 

    And the greves graye; 

 Schall he nowther take tent 

 To justes ne to tournament, 

 Bot in the wilde wodde went, 

    With bestes to playe.  (163-76) 

 

As this passage shows, Acheflour decides to turn her back on society because she wishes 

to protect her son from the violence inherent in it. Indeed, she seems to blame chivalric 

society for the death of her husband, whose murderer was not punished despite the fact 

that he broke the rules. Afraid to lose her son in the same way, Acheflour wants to 

prevent Perceval from becoming a knight and tries everything in her power to keep 

society hidden from him, even though her husband wanted Perceval to follow in his 

footsteps (119-20). Although in most romances the forest is a dangerous place, Acheflour 

seems to consider it to be a safe alternative, because it is isolated from society. Indeed, 

the only inhabitants are animals. As a result, Perceval grows up oblivious of the world 

outside the woods and regards the forest as his home. Returning to his mother after a trip 

in the woods, for instance, he refers to their forest dwelling as their “hame” (338).  

 

 

§ 3.3. The forest and character development 

 

Central in Sir Perceval of Galles is the development of the hero’s character, in which the 

forest plays an important role. The poem could be regarded as a medieval 

Bildungsroman, as, during the course of the narrative, Perceval gradually develops from a 

wild child into a young knight. This transition consists of three general phases. Raised in 

the woods, Perceval is initially a true forest child. When he eventually leaves the forest 

and goes into society, he first turns into a knight as far as fighting is concerned and, 
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finally, becomes a proper spiritual knight. This final development is closely linked to one 

of the poem’s main themes: the true meaning of chivalry.    

 

 

3.3.1. Forest child 

 

Perceval’s isolated upbringing in the forest has been of great importance in the shaping of 

his character. First of all, due to his mother’s resolve to protect him from the chivalric 

world, he is completely ignorant of society and chivalry and exceedingly naive. In fact, 

he does not even know his own name. As the narrator underlines, “[t]he childes witt was 

full thyn” (275). For example, Perceval is unable to see the difference between a mare 

and a steed. When he stumbles upon a corral of mares in the forest, he naively chooses a 

pregnant one as his first knightly attribute, figuring that this is the biggest – and therefore 

strongest – horse at hand. Likewise, he has no understanding of religion. When, after 

fifteen years, Acheflour tries to introduce him to God, Perceval wishes to meet this 

“man” first before praying to him and sets out in search of him (235-56). When he 

subsequently encounters three of King Arthur’s knights – Ywain, Gawain and Kay – 

hunting in the woods, he is unable to recognise them as fellow human beings. Only 

familiar with his mother, he initially believes the knights – dressed in their green hunting 

outfits – to be gods and wishes to know which one of them is the God about whom his 

mother told him: 

 

 [The knights] were clothede all in grene; 

 Siche hade he never sene: 

 Wele he wened that thay had bene 

    The Godd that he soghte.  

 He said, “Wilke of yow alle three 

 May the grete Godd bee 

 That my moder tolde mee, 

    That all this werlde wroghte?”  (277-84) 

 

What is more, due to his forest upbringing, Perceval’s behaviour is wild and 

uncivilised. Indeed, his mother has never taught him about courtesy: “Nowther nurture ne 

lare / [Acheflour] wolde hym none lere” (231-2). Since the forest is a place without 
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civilisation, Perceval does not know how to treat others properly or to behave according 

to courtly customs. This is shown, for instance, by the way in which he behaves towards 

the three knights he meets. Although Gawain clarifies in his usual courteous manner that 

he and his fellow knights are no gods, Perceval is terribly rude and aggressive towards 

them and immediately threatens to kill the knights unless they tell him what sort of 

creatures they are: 

 

 I sall sla yow all three 

 Bot ye smertly now telle mee 

 Whatkyns thynges that ye bee, 

    Sen ye no goddess are.  (293-6) 

 

Nevertheless, Gawain remains calm and polite and, continuing to answer the boy’s 

questions, explains that they are knights of King Arthur.
33

  

 In addition, as a result of his upbringing in the forest, Perceval is rather self-

centred and shows a lack of concern for others. Because he has never lived in society 

amongst other people, he has no understanding of human relationships and considerate 

behaviour. Indeed, he seems to take the relationship with his mother for granted. For 

example, after his encounter with the three knights, he wishes to become a knight himself 

and decides to leave the forest in order to visit Arthur at his court. When he informs his 

mother about his decision, she realises that she has failed to keep society hidden from her 

son. Although Acheflour is grieved by the fact that Perceval is determined to pursue a 

knightly career, she gives him some last-minute advice, hands him a ring as a token of 

their bonding and implores him to return the ring in the future:  

 

His moder gaffe hym a ryng, 

And bad he solde agayne it bryng; 

“Sonne, this sall be oure takynnyng, 

   For here I sall the byde.”  (425-8). 

 

However, merely fifty lines later – even before he reaches Arthur’s court – Perceval 

exchanges his mother’s ring for another. Apparently, he does not understand its 
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 As usual, Gawain behaves courteously towards an outsider and, thus, facilitates Perceval’s eventual 

integration in society. 
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emotional importance and, consequently, shows no consideration for his mother’s 

feelings.  

 Since the forest is an amoral place where only the laws of nature apply, Perceval 

also grows up without an understanding of the concept of right and wrong. Indeed, he 

cannot be blamed for his behaviour for he simply does not know any better. For instance, 

Acheflour eventually tries to prepare him for the courtly world by teaching him a thing or 

two about courtesy: “Luke thou be of mesure / Bothe in haulle and in boure, / And fonde 

to be fre” (398-400). Perceval simply tries to follow this advice, even though the exact 

meaning of it – behave according to the manners of courtly society and show no extreme 

conduct – appears to be beyond his understanding. On his way to Arthur’s court, he stops 

at an apparently deserted castle where he tries to put his mother’s advice into practice by 

– moderately – only taking half of the corn he finds for his mare and half of the food he 

finds at the dinner table: 

 

He saide, “My modir bad me  

That I solde of mesure bee  

Halfe that I here see  

   Styll sall it ly.”  (445-8) 

 

When he happens to find a lady sleeping in one of the castle’s chambers, he kisses her, as 

a “tokyn to wedde,” and takes a precious ring from her finger, replacing it by the one his 

mother gave him (471). Instead of showing proper social conduct, as his mother intended, 

Perceval acts in the opposite way by taking what does not belong to him – albeit only half 

– and taking undue liberties with a woman. However, he is sincere in his effort to be 

moderate and courteous. As the narrator ironically comments, “How myghte he more of 

mesure be? / Faste he fonded to be free” (462-3). Indeed, unaccustomed to the notion of 

propriety, Perceval is unaware that what he is doing is considered wrong in society. 

Similarly, he cannot be blamed for his wildness because he has never learned to compose 

himself and behaves in a way that comes natural to him.  

 Furthermore, Perceval has fully developed his physical strength and abilities in 

the wilderness. At the opening of the story, the narrator describes his strong physique: 

“He was a burely of body, and therto right brade” (269). Indeed, Perceval is strong, fast 
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and fearless. For instance, he has no trouble capturing the mare he brings home but 

“[s]mertly overrynnes” the animal (342). In addition, he has become an excellent hunter. 

He is highly skilled in using a spear, a weapon his mother gave him in order to hunt 

animals in the woods: “So wele [Perceval] lernede hym to schote, / Ther was no beste 

that welke one fote / To fle fro hym was it no bote” (221-3).  

 Having lived in the wilderness his entire life until he leaves, Perceval is a true 

forest child at the beginning of the story. In fact, he rather resembles a wilde man, as his 

behaviour is rough and uncivilised like one. What is more, dressed merely in goatskins, 

he also has the appearance of a wild man. Despite his strength and courage, he is thus far-

removed from resembling a knight, since knights are not only brave and strong but, as 

Gawain demonstrates, courteous and composed as well. In addition, they have a sense of 

justice and act selflessly, qualities which Perceval does not show. Nevertheless, 

knighthood is in his blood for, even though he grows up in the woods far-removed from 

the chivalric world, he is destined to follow in his father’s knightly footsteps. Considering 

the philosophical nature versus nurture debate with regards to Perceval, nature triumphs 

over nurture without question, a fact which Acheflour is forced to acknowledge when her 

son takes home the mare in imitation of the three knights he has met:  

 

Scho saw hym horse hame brynge; 

Scho wiste wele, by that thynge, 

That the kynde wolde oute sprynge 

   For thynge that be moughte.  (353-6) 

 

 As a result, Arthur recognises Perceval’s inner knighthood when the young boy 

arrives at court, despite the fact that he is rude, aggressive and unmannered and shows 

neither courtesy nor respect for the king. Barging into Arthur’s hall during dinner, 

Perceval rides his pregnant mare so close up to Arthur that the animal actually “[k]yste 

the forhevede of the Kynge” (495). Clearly unaware of etiquette, he then remains seated 

on his horse and impatiently demands to be made a knight. He even goes so far as to 

threaten to kill Arthur if he does not do his bidding: “Bot if the Kyng make me knyghte, / 

I sall hym here slaa!” (527-8). Perceval’s wild behaviour and appearance mark him as an 

outsider. Indeed, all present consider him to be a “foull wyghte” and wonder why the 
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king puts up with his behaviour (532). Yet, Arthur remains courteous because he realises 

that Perceval is, in fact, a diamond in the rough. Noticing the young boy’s “vesage free,” 

he is reminded of Perceval’s father, Sir Perceval, who was not only one of his greatest 

knights but also his dear brother-in-law – an observation that is in line with medieval 

physiognomy, according to which inner nobility is always visible from the outside (585). 

Recalling how his sister took her son to the forest, Arthur grows convinced that his wild 

guest must be the son of his murdered brother-in-law, for Perceval is only able to 

introduce himself as his “awnn modirs childe, / Comen fro the woddes wylde” (506-7). 

Perceval, thus, proves to have outstanding credentials, even though he behaves like a wild 

man. Indeed, Arthur realises that he cannot be blamed for his uncivilised behaviour: 

 

 The childe hadde wonnede in the wodde; 

 He knewe nother evyll ne gude; 

 The Kynge hymselfe understode 

    He was a wilde man.  (593-6) 

 

 

3.3.2. A knight in fighting  

 

Through his encounter with the three knights, Perceval discovers that there is another 

world outside the forest and, eager to become a knight himself, leaves the forest after 

fifteen years and goes into society. Here, his inner knighthood emerges and, as he 

acquires knightly skills and gradually gains more knowledge of chivalry, courtly customs 

and moral values, he slowly transforms into a knight. During the course of the narrative, 

he not only becomes a knight in appearance but also proves his worth by performing 

valiant deeds.  

 One of the first things Perceval learns is that he should turn to King Arthur if he 

wants to become a knight. When he arrives at Arthur’s court, Gawain once more 

emphasizes this:  

 

 Childe, hafe thou my blyssyng 

 For thi feres folowynge! 

 Here hase thou fonden the Kynge 
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    That kan the knyghte maa.  (517-20) 

 

Having found the one he needs, Perceval initially demands to be made a knight. 

However, he changes his tactics when the Red Knight, who has been Arthur’s enemy 

ever since he killed Perceval’s father, suddenly makes an appearance. Having made a 

habit of harassing the king, the Red Knight insults all present and continues to taunt 

Arthur and his knights by drinking from the king’s cup in front of his entire court – 

without being stopped. Then, stealing the golden cup, he departs, leaving Arthur to 

lament his fate:  

 

 “A! dere God,” said the Kyng than, 

 “That all this wyde werlde wan, 

 Whethir I sall ever hafe that man 

    May make yone fende duelle?  (629-32) 

 

Realising that Arthur is in need of someone who will rid him of his enemy, Perceval now 

seems to understand that he can negotiate with Arthur in order to get what he wants 

instead of simply demanding it, for he offers to defeat the Red Knight and retrieve the 

cup in return for knighthood: 

 

 “Petir!” quod Percyvell the yonge, 

 “[The Red Knight] than will I down dynge 

 And the coupe agayne brynge, 

    And thou will make me knyghte.”  (641-44) 

 

Arthur agrees on these terms but before he has been able to bring the young hero some 

armour, Perceval has already left in pursuit of his new opponent.  

Perceval’s fight with the Red Knight is also part of his process of becoming a 

knight. First of all, it shows his knightly potential. Pursuing his opponent, Perceval does 

not seem to know any fear but boldly – and comically – threatens him:  

 

 How, man on thi mere! 

 Bryng agayne the Kynges gere, 

 Or with my dart I sall the fere 

    And make the unfere!  (661-4) 
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Dressed merely in goatskins and armed with a single spear, Perceval tries to take on his 

enemy without any armour. As a result, the Red Knight does not appear to take him 

seriously. Lifting his visor to have a closer look at his unusual adversary, he calls 

Perceval an “appert fole” and threatens to “caste [him] in the pole, / [. . .] Als ane olde 

sakke” (681; 682-4). However, Perceval’s threat turns out to be a real one: skilfully, he 

throws his spear at his opponent’s unprotected face, which pierces right through his head. 

Mortally hit, the Red Knight falls off his steed. By defeating the Red Knight, Perceval 

demonstrates his physical strength and fearless nature, qualities which any proper knight 

should possess.
34

 Indeed, he proves to be a good fighter. Yet, it has to be noted that he 

does not yet fight like a knight but, using his spear, kills his opponent as he would slay 

one of the animals in the forest. In fact, he is unaware that knights use spears only for 

hunting and fight with swords and lances instead.  

Furthermore, Perceval behaves honourably during the fight, which also shows his 

inner knighthood. Unfamiliar with death, he initially does not realise he has killed his 

opponent. Unaware that he has won, he hopes to resume the fight instead and offers to 

bring back the Red Knight’s horse, which has run away in the process: 

 

And thou woldeste me here byde,  

After thi mere scholde I ryde 

   And brynge hir agayne; 

Then myghte we bothe with myghte 

Menskfully togedir fyghte,  

Ayther of us, as he were a knyghte  (702-7) 

 

Although this is a good example of Perceval’s ignorance, it also shows that he has a sense 

of honour, since he wishes to have a fair fight.  

In addition, Perceval seems to learn that the mare he brought with him from the 

forest is inadequate for a knight in combat. When he tries to capture the Red Knight’s 

steed in order to continue the fight, he realises that his own – pregnant – mare is too slow 

and decides to capture his enemy’s horse on foot instead: 
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 It is unclear whether Perceval is fearless because he is truly brave or because he is simply unaware of the 

risks.  



 

 47 

 The mere was bagged with fole; 

 And hirselfe a grete bole; 

 For to rynne scho myghte not thole, 

    Ne folowe hym no spede. 

 The childe saw that it was soo, 

 And till his fete he gan hym too;  (717-22) 

 

Through his fight with the Red Knight, Perceval also acquires his first knightly 

skill. When he eventually appears to realise that his enemy is dead and decides to take his 

armour, he does not succeed because – never having worn armour himself – he is unable 

to figure out how to take it off: 

   

 Now es Percyvell lyghte 

 To unspoyle the Rede Knyghte, 

 Bot he ne couthe never fynd righte 

    The lacynge of his wede.  (741-44) 

 

Although he has just won his first fight with ease, Perceval now experiences difficulties 

due to his lack of knightly skills. Faced with this practical problem, the only solution he 

can think of is to burn the Red Knight out off his armour, a method his mother taught him 

to use whenever his spear was broken:  

 

 He sayd, “My moder bad me, 

 When my dart solde broken be, 

 Owte of the iren bren the tree: 

    Now es me fyre gnede.”  (749-52) 

 

However, when Gawain – concerned for the boy – arrives at the scene, he shows 

Perceval, who has already made a fire, how to strip the Red Knight of his armour and 

helps him to put it on: “The Rede Knyghte for thou has slayne, / I sall unarme hym 

agayne, / And thou will holde the still” (782-4). In this way, one could regard Gawain as 

Perceval’s mentor.  

What is more, as a result of his victory over the Red Knight, Perceval is able to 

gain the appearance of a knight. Casting the Red Knight’s body into the fire, he mounts 

his opponent’s horse and, noting his new outfit, remarks that he now looks like a knight: 
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 He luked doun to his fete, 

 Saw his gere faire and mete: 

 “For a knyghte I may be lete 

    And myghte be calde.”  (801-4) 

 

Indeed, by acquiring armour and a steed, Perceval looks like a proper knight and no 

longer resembles a wild man. In addition, his remark indicates that he has become aware 

that knights wear armour, whereas, at the beginning of the story, his mother had to 

explain to him how to recognise a knight (405-12).  

After his victory over the Red Knight, Perceval is eager for more adventures and, 

like a knight errant, decides to venture into the land, where he continues his 

transformation into a knight. First of all, he improves his manners to some extent. Before 

he left the forest, his mother taught him how to greet a knight properly: “There thou 

meteste with a knyghte, / Do thi hode off, I highte, / And haylse hym in hy” (402-4). She 

also explained that knights can be recognised by their ermine robes. When, on his way, 

Perceval happens to meet an elderly knight wearing such robes, therefore, he is once 

more reminded of his mother’s advice and, lifting his visor, greets the knight as his 

mother told him to do: 

 

[. . .] [H]e was warre of a knyghte, 

 And of the menevaire he had syght; 

 He put up his umbrere on hight, 

    And said, “Sir, God luke thee!”  (881-4) 

 

The courteous way in which Perceval greets this knight forms a sharp contrast with his 

previous uncivilised behaviour towards the three knights in the woods and Arthur at his 

court upon meeting him. What is more, Perceval eventually begins to greet all knights 

according to custom for, by now he knows that knights more often wear armour than they 

do ermine robes, as his mother told him. For instance, when he meets Gawain later on in 

the story, he greets him in the same civilised manner, even though the latter is wearing 

armour instead of ermine:  

 

 He dide then als he gane hym lere: 

 Putt up hys umbrere; 
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 And kyste togedir with gud chere 

    Those beryns so bolde.  (1521-4) 

 

Yet, it has to be noted that Perceval still has little composure and mostly acts on 

impulse.
35

  

 Furthermore, Perceval is able to prove his chivalric worth by defeating various 

powerful opponents. For instance, he kills the Red Knight’s mother when he finds out 

that she is a witch and has the power to bring her son back to life. Similarly, when he 

learns from a messenger that lady Lufamore of Maydenland is in need of a champion 

because the malevolent Sultan Gollerothirame is laying siege to her castle, he decides to 

fight the sultan, even though the messenger is determined to seek the help of one of 

Arthur’s renowned knights, aware that Perceval has not yet gained a reputation such as 

Arthur and his knights enjoy. Nevertheless, he travels to Lufamore’s castle, where he 

once more demonstrates his courage and physical prowess by destroying the entire 

Saracen army, fighting non-stop throughout the night: 

 

Now he strykes for the nonys, 

Made the Sarazenes hede-bones 

Hoppe als dose hayle-stones 

   Abowtte one the gres; 

Thus he dalt tham on rawe 

Till the daye gun dawe: 

He layd thaire lyves full law, 

   Als many als there was.  (1189-96) 

 

Consequently, when Lufamore meets Perceval, she is convinced of his knightly potential 

and glad to have found such a warrior: 

 

 The birde was blythe of that bade 

 That scho siche and helpe hade; 

 Agayne the Sowdane was fade 

    With alle for to fighte. 
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 For instance, while having dinner with Lufamore later on in the story, Perceval is so eager for battle that 

he spontaneously leaps up from the table as soon as he learns about the arrival of a second Saracen army: 

“And [Perceval] wold there no lengere duelle, / Bot lepe fro the dese – / Siche wilde gerys hade he mo –” 

(1351-3). When Lufamore eventually meets Arthur, she expresses her great wonder at Perceval’s lack of 

courtesy (1565-8).  
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 Faste the lady hym byhelde: 

 Scho thoght hym worthi to welde, 

 And he myghte wyn hir in felde, 

    With maystry and myghte.  (1305-12) 

 

Whereas the messenger did not appear to have much faith in Perceval’s capabilities as a 

knight, Lufamore rightly believes that he will be able to vanquish the sultan, who 

happened to be away hunting during Perceval’s attack. When a second army besieges the 

castle, Perceval once more destroys it.  

 In addition, Perceval seems to have learned the difference between right and 

wrong behaviour, for now he only fights those who form a threat to society. Furthermore, 

the way in which he responds to the messenger’s news suggests that he realises that the 

sultan’s conduct is wrong and that he should, therefore, be considered an enemy:  

 

 Mighte I mete with that Sowdan 

 That so dose to that woman, 

 Alsone he solde be slane, 

    And I myghte hafe the lyfe!  (1009-12) 

 

 Perceval’s fight with the sultan is his final step towards becoming a knight. First 

of all, it offers him the opportunity to prove himself to Arthur, since Lufamore’s 

messenger introduced the sultan as a mighty adversary whom only the most 

accomplished warrior would be able to vanquish:  

 

 Now es the Sowdan so wyghte, 

 Alle he slaes doun ryghte: 

 Ther may no man with hym fyghte, 

    Bot he were kempe ryfe.  (1001-4) 

 

Consequently, Arthur, who has come to Lufamore’s castle out of concern for the boy, 

regards fighting Gollerothirame as the ultimate test for Perceval and promises to make 

him a knight if he defeats the sultan: “And thou sall wynn thi schone / Appon the 

Sowdane” (1595-6). Already determined to do so, Perceval apparently satisfies the king’s 

terms for, when the sultan returns from hunting and challenges Lufamore’s champion to a 

life-and-death duel, Arthur makes the young hero an official knight: “The Kyng doubbed 



 

 51 

hym to knyghte. / Thofe he couthe littill insighte, / The childe was of pith” (1638-40). 

Whereas, before, Perceval did not even know his own name, he is now named “Sir 

Percevell the Galayse” (1643).  

 Through his duel with the sultan, Perceval also learns how to fight like a knight 

properly and gains some final knowledge about chivalry. Strong as he is, he soon 

unhorses the sultan. Yet, although he has learned from his fight with the Red Knight that 

unhorsing his opponent is the first step towards defeating him, he does not know how to 

kill the sultan and, pointing his spear at him, is only able to hold him to the ground:  

 

 Fayne wolde he hafe hym slayne, 

 This uncely Sowdane, 

 Bot gate couthe he get nane, 

    So ill was he kende.  (1673-6) 

 

In fact, not knowing how to proceed, he wishes he had a fire in which he could cast his 

opponent: “Hade I a fire now in this filde, / Righte here he solde be brende” (1679-80). 

Matters become even worse when Gawain, who has come along with Arthur, advises him 

to get off his horse: “Thou myghte, and thou knewe righte, / And thou woldes of thi stede 

lighte, / Wynn hym one were” (1686-8). Realising that his horse is actually called a steed 

instead of a mare, Perceval becomes so absorbed in thought that the sultan is able to draw 

his sword and attack him: 

 

 Now he thynkes one thede, 

 “Lorde! whethir this be a stede 

    I wende had bene a mere?” 

 In stede righte there he in stode, 

 He ne wiste nother of evyll ne gude, 

 Bot then chaunged his mode 

    And slaked his spere.  (1690-6) 

 

However, watching the sultan use his weapon, Perceval is able to figure out how to wield 

his sword and learns how he might kill his opponent: “Now hase thou taughte me / How 

that I sall wirke with the” (1717-8). He proves to be quite skilful at this for he has no 

trouble decapitating the sultan.  
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 As a result of his victory over the sultan, Perceval firmly establishes his worth as 

a knight. What is more, as a reward for rescuing her, he marries Lufamore and becomes 

king of her lands. In this way, he is no longer an outsider from the wilderness but has 

become part of society.  

 During the course of the narrative, Perceval gradually transforms into a knight. He 

acquires knightly skills and learns about courtly customs and the basics of knighthood. 

Consequently, he becomes less ignorant and uncivilised. Furthermore, he proves himself 

by showing his courage and strength in battle, as a result of which he does not only 

become an official knight, as he intended, but a king and a husband as well. The story, 

thus, seems to have reached a traditional happy ending. However, although Perceval is 

officially knighted, he has not yet completed his development into a knight. Even though 

he becomes more courteous, shows a sense of honour and seems to gain a sense of 

justice, he primarily becomes a knight as far as fighting is concerned, for almost all of the 

things he learns and does concern combat. He still has to learn that knights have certain 

duties and are expected to follow the chivalric code. 

 

 

3.3.3. A spiritual knight 

 

During the final phase of Perceval’s development, he gradually transforms into a knight 

on a spiritual level.
36

 He eventually becomes more considerate and selfless and learns the 

true meaning of chivalry: fighting is not the ultimate purpose of a knight but only a 

means to help and defend those in need. A proper knight, therefore, does not only 

perform valiant deeds in battle but also lives according to certain values, such as honour, 

courtesy, justice and charity. This final process can be seen in Perceval’s motives for his 

actions and, more specifically, in his reasons for fighting.  

 At first, Perceval merely acts out of self-interest and only fights for his personal 

gain and pleasure. For instance, he does not decide to go after the Red Knight out of a 

readiness to serve Arthur or fight injustice but only on the condition that Arthur will 

                                                 
36

 Although the phases of Perceval’s development are discussed separately, they are not clearly defined but 

overlap.  
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make him a knight. Indeed, when Arthur explains that he has never been able to defeat 

the Red Knight, Perceval bluntly and impatiently replies that he does not care about the 

king’s problems: “Sir, late be thi jangleynge! / Of this kepe I nane” (575-6). Similarly, 

after his victory over the Red Knight, he has no intention of going back to court since 

serving the king is not his priority. Leaving it to Gawain to return the golden cup, he does 

as he pleases and chooses to go into the land: 

 

To-day ne schall [Arthur] make me 

   None other gates knyghte. 

Take the coupe in thy hande 

And mak thiselfe the presande, 

For I will forthire into the lande, 

   Are I doun lyghte.  (815-20) 

 

It appears that, now Perceval has had his first taste, he is no longer interested in Arthur 

but eager for more fighting and adventure. Indeed, as the narrator comments after 

Perceval has killed the Red Knight’s witch-mother: “Siche dedis to do moo / Was the 

childe fayne” (867-8).  

Furthermore, Perceval decides to fight the sultan not so much in order to help 

Lufamore as out of a desire to duel with such a mighty enemy. After he has destroyed the 

Saracen army, he does not go inside the castle to introduce himself to Lufamore as her 

champion but, tired, decides to take a nap under the castle wall. Consequently, Lufamore 

wonders why her rescuer has not made himself known and claimed his reward, as is 

common practice:  

 

 Grete ferly thaym thoghte 

 Who that wondir had wroghte, 

 [. . .] 

 And wold come none innermare 

 For to kythe what he ware, 

 And wist the lady was thare, 

    Thaire warysoune to yelde.  (1229-30, 1233-6) 

 

Although this once more illustrates Perceval’s ignorance of courtly customs, it also 

shows that saving Lufamore is not his prime interest. In fact, when he eventually meets 
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her, he does not seem happy with his success but rather frustrated by the fact that he has 

not yet had the opportunity to kill the sultan (Braswell 73): 

 

He sayd, “I soghte none of tho [Saracens]; 

 I come the Sowdane to slo, 

 And thay ne wolde noghte late me go; 

 Thaire lyfes there refte I.”  (1297-1300) 

 

However, Perceval’s motives change: he gradually becomes more selfless and 

starts to fight to help others. For instance, while having dinner with Lufamore, he 

becomes attracted to her and, consequently, promises to kill the sultan for her sake: 

 

 Scho made hym semblande so gude, 

 Als thay felle to thaire fude, 

 The mayden mengede his mode 

    With myrthes at the mete, 

 That for hir sake righte tha 

 Sone he gane undirta 

 The sory Sowdane to sla, 

    Withowtten any lett.  (1325-32) 

  

Whereas before he merely fought for himself, he now also fights to serve his lady, as is a 

knight’s duty.  

Furthermore, Perceval demonstrates true chivalrous behaviour when, he 

eventually decides to return to the forest in order to find his mother. On his way back to 

the woods, he hears a woman crying for help, who turns out to be the sleeping lady 

whose ring he swapped for his mother’s. Responding to her cries, he finds her tied to a 

tree because her lover, the Black Knight, accused her of infidelity since he found her 

wearing another ring than his. Realising that he is, in fact, responsible for the lady’s 

problems, Perceval unties her. When the Black Knight arrives at the scene, he not only 

threatens to kill Perceval – whom he assumes to be the lady’s new lover – but the lady as 

well: 

 

He sayd, “How! hase thou here 

Fonden now thi play-fere? 

Ye schall haby it full dere 
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   Er that I hethen go!” 

He said, “Or I hethyn go, 

I sall sle yow bothe two  (1901-6) 

 

Subsequently, Perceval fights the Black Knight not because he is eager for battle but in 

order to defend himself and, most of all, to protect the lady. Indeed, helping the lady is 

his main concern. When he eventually defeats the Black Knight, he spares his life on the 

lady’s behalf and forces him to forgive her: 

 

Ever als Percevell the kene 

 Sold the knyghtis bane hafe bene 

 Ay went the lady bytwene 

    And cryed, “Mercy!” 

 Than the lady he forbere, 

 And made the Blak Knyghte to swere 

 Of all evylls that there were, 

    Forgiffe the lady.  (1925-32) 

 

What is more, Perceval takes responsibility for his actions by admitting that he 

exchanged the lady’s ring and promises never to harm her again: 

 

And Percevell made the same othe 

 That he come never undir clothe  

 To do that lady no lothe 

    That pendid to velany.  (1933-6) 

 

Whereas before he had no understanding of the concept of right and wrong, he now 

shows that he has fully gained a sense of justice and social duty.  

 Taking care of his mother is Perceval’s final step in completing his spiritual 

development, for it shows that he has become wiser, more considerate and caring 

(Braswell 3). After ruling his new kingdom for a year, he grows concerned for his mother 

because he realises that he left her in the forest to cope all on her own:  

 

The laste Yole-day that was, 

 Wilde wayes I chese: 

 My modir all manles 

    Leved I thare.  (1785-8) 
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Indeed, without her son to hunt for her, Acheflour has been forced to survive on grass 

(1774-80) (Braswell 75). Whereas before Perceval seemed to take the relationship with 

his mother for granted, he now realises how important she is to him and sets out to find 

her: “Blythe sall I never be / Or I may my modir see, / And wete how scho fare” (1790-

2). 

In addition, Perceval also comes to understand the importance of his mother’s 

ring, which she gave to him as a token so that he would not forget her (425-8). After 

mending the harm he caused the sleeping lady, he wishes to undo his wrong in parting 

with the ring and get it back. Learning that the Black Knight has given it to a fearful giant 

living nearby, Perceval travels to his castle, where he fights and kills the giant. When he 

finds his mother’s ring, the porter of the castle informs him that the giant once intended 

to give the ring to a woman, who – at the sight of it – accused him of murdering her son 

and, fleeing to the forest, went mad with grief. Realising that this woman is no less a 

person than his mother, Perceval understands that it is his responsibility as a son to save 

her and take care of her: “Me aughte to bryng hir of wa: / I laye in hir syde" (2175-6).  

What is more, faced with the consequences of his previous self-centred behaviour, 

Perceval leaves behind his horse and armour, which he exchanges for goatskins, and 

makes a vow never to return to society until he has rescued his mother: 

 

 I sall never one horse ryde 

 Till I hafe sene hir in tyde, 

    Spede if I may; 

 Ne none armoure that may be 

 Sall come appone me 

 Till I my modir may see, 

    Be nyghte or by day. 

 Bot reghte in the same wode 

 That I firste fro hir yode, 

 That sall be in my mode 

    Aftir myn other play; 

 Ne I ne sall never mare 

 Come owt of yone holtis hare 

 Till I wete how scho fare, 

    For sothe, als I saye.  (2178-92) 
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By renouncing his armour and horse – the attributes of a knight in combat – Perceval 

shows that he does no longer care for fighting, as he did at first, but is only interested in 

helping his mother. Moreover, he tries to consider her feelings by making sure that he 

does not look a like a knight, the very thing which she did not want him to become. 

Whereas before he showed no consideration for his mother, she is now his sole concern. 

The story comes full circle when, dressed in his old outfit, Perceval returns to the forest 

of his youth. Yet, although he takes on his former appearance and no longer looks like a 

knight, he has changed inwardly and become a true spiritual knight and a good Christian 

in the process.
37

 As Braswell puts it, “[t]here is a hint of regeneration as the story comes 

full circle; the ‘wilde gerys’ (behaviour) of Perceval have been tamed” (3).  

 When he finds his mother, Perceval takes her to the porter, who is able to restore 

her sanity by giving her a potion. Together with his mother, Perceval then leaves the 

forest for good and returns to Lufamore and his kingdom. Afterwards, he is said to fight 

many battles in the Holy Land, where he eventually dies. While at first he had no 

understanding of religion, he now fights and sacrifices himself to serve God, the highest 

form of chivalry.  

 

 

§ 3.4. The forest and thematic relevance 

 

On a thematic level, the forest, represented by Perceval, serves as foil to Arthur and his 

court (Braswell 2). From the beginning onwards, there is a contrast between the uncouth 

outsider from the wilderness and the civilised and famous knights of Arthur’s court. This 

is emphasized, for instance, by the way in which the narrator juxtaposes Perceval’s wild 

appearance with the rich hunting garments of the knights he meets in the woods: 

 

In riche robes [the knights] ryde; 

 The childe hadd no thyng that tyde 

 That he myghte in his bones hyde, 

    Bot a gaytes skynn.  (265-8) 

 

                                                 
37

 Indeed, charity is an important Christian as well as chivalric value.  
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The contrast between Perceval and Arthur and his knights points out that, unlike in most 

romances, Arthur’s court is not presented as an ideal in Sir Perceval of Galles but appears 

to be flawed.  

 First of all, Arthur’s courtiers seem weak in comparison to Perceval’s prowess 

(Braswell 2). When the Red Knight visits court, no one dares to stop him, even though he 

insults and humiliates the king: “Ther was no man that durste hym lett / Thofe that he 

were fadde” (615-6). Perceval, on the other hand, is determined to fight the king’s enemy 

and, fearlessly, leaves court in pursuit of him. What is more, whereas neither Arthur nor 

one of his renowned knights has been able to defeat the Red Knight for fifteen years, 

Perceval succeeds at his first attempt with ease.
38

 As a result, the Red Knight is finally 

punished for murdering Sir Perceval during the tournament at the beginning of the story, 

something which Arthur failed to do for all these years. Indeed, the elderly knight, whom 

Perceval meets later on and who happens to be Sir Perceval’s brother, seems to express 

his frustration about Arthur’s passiveness and incapacity: 

 

 Hade I bene in the stede [tournament] 

 Ther he was done to the dede, 

 I sold never hafe etyn brede 

    Are I hade sene hym [the Red Knight] bren.  (929-32) 

 

Perceval seems to be able to defeat the Red Knight not only because he is strong and 

brave but also because, unlike the knights at court, he is not hindered by codes of 

(martial) conduct due to his isolated upbringing. He does not wait for Arthur to bring him 

armour and uses his spear to kill his opponent like he would one of the animals in the 

woods.  

 Furthermore, whereas Perceval eventually learns the true meaning of chivalry, 

Arthur’s court seems hardly concerned with charity and justice. For instance, when 

Lufamore’s messenger arrives at court to seek the help of one of the king’s renowned 

                                                 
38

 Yet the Red Knight is said to have certain “craftes,” which may explain Arthur’s failure in defeating him. 

As the king explains: “Bot I myghte hym never slo, / His craftes are so ryfe” (559-60). During the Red 

Knight’s visit at court, the narrator also refers to these crafts: “[The Red Knight] made tham gammen full 

gnede, / With craftes that he can” (607-8). Although it remains unclear what these “craftes” are actually 

meant to be, it might suggest that the Red Knight, like his mother, has the ability to perform magic, against 

which all are powerless except Perceval, whose destiny it is to kill his father’s murderer (Braswell 72). 
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knights, Arthur denies him any assistance because he is so worried about Perceval that he 

has fallen ill: 

 

 He [Arthur] sayde, “Thou wote thyne ansuare: 

 The mane that es seke and sare, 

 He may full ill ferre fare 

    In felde for to fyghte.”  (1077-80) 

 

It remains unclear why Arthur does not send one of his knights instead. Consequently, the 

messenger regrets not having accepted Perceval’s help, since he was ready to fight the 

sultan. As soon as Arthur learns about this, however, he decides to travel to Lufamore’s 

castle “[f]or the luffe of Percyvell” (1109). It appears that the king only cares for 

Perceval’s welfare and is not interested in Lufamore’s problems, even though it is the 

duty of a knight to defend those in need. In this way, Arthur’s court does not exemplify 

true chivalry and fails to live up to its reputation. Likewise, when Arthur knights Perceval 

he only emphasizes courtesy as an important chivalric value and does not focus on 

charity or justice: “[Arthur] bad [Perceval] solde be to prayse, / Therto hende and 

curtayse” (1641-2). In fact, only the elderly knight, who is too old to fight, stresses the 

importance of charity. When Lufamore’s messenger stops at his castle on his way to 

Arthur to ask for some refreshment, the knight helps him since, as he explains, “it es no 

synn, / The man that may the mete wynn / To gyffe the travellande” (962-4). Even though 

the elderly knight has lost his physical strength, he still behaves chivalrously by helping a 

person in need.  

 

 

§ 3.5. Conclusion 

 

After her husband’s murder, Acheflour decides to leave society and live with her new-

born son in the isolated forest in order to protect him from chivalric society. Afraid that 

Perceval might become a knight, like his father, she keeps society hidden from him. As a 

result, Perceval grows up unaware that there is another world outside the forest. Within 
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the narrative structure, the forest thus serves as a refuge for Acheflour and a home for 

Perceval.  

 Furthermore, the forest plays an important role in the shaping of Perceval’s 

character. Due to his isolated upbringing in the uncivilised and amoral wilderness, 

Perceval is a true forest child at the beginning of the story. Indeed, even though he has 

fully developed his prowess and hunting skills in the woods, he hardly resembles a 

knight. First of all, he is completely ignorant of chivalric society and its customs and has 

not learned to curb his emotions and impulses. Consequently, his behaviour is wild and 

uncivilised. What is more, he shows no consideration for others and mainly acts out of 

self-interest because he has never lived amongst other people except for his mother and, 

therefore, has no understanding of relationships. Furthermore, he is unaware of the 

difference between right and wrong. Nevertheless, knighthood is in his nature.  

 During the course of the narrative, Perceval gradually develops from an ignorant 

and wild outsider into a knight. He discovers that there is a world outside the forest and 

decides to leave the wilderness in order to become a knight. At first, he primarily 

becomes a knight as far as fighting is concerned. He learns about the basics of 

knighthood and acquires military skills. He obtains a horse and armour and, thus, gains 

the appearance of a knight. What is more, he proves his worth by performing valiant 

deeds in battle, as a result of which he does not only become an official knight but also a 

husband and a lord. In the process, he also improves his manners to some extent, learns 

the difference between right and wrong and shows a sense of honour. In this way, he has 

become less ignorant and uncivilised and is no longer an outsider.  

 Finally, Perceval also turns into a proper spiritual knight. He becomes more 

considerate, caring and selfless and learns that the true purpose of a knight is not simply 

to fight but to help those in need. Whereas before he merely fought for his personal gain 

and pleasure, he now fights to defend others. Returning to the forest, he shows that he has 

fully gained a sense of justice and social duty and mends the wrongs he did in the past. 

Exchanging his armour for goatskins, his old outfit, and leaving his horse behind, he 

demonstrates Christian humility and true chivalrous behaviour and takes care of his 

mother. Whereas before the forest determined his wild and uncivilised character, it is 

now the scene of his spiritual completion.  
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 On a thematic level, the forest serves as a foil to Arthur’s court, since the contrast 

between Perceval, as a representative of the wilderness, and Arthur and his knights 

indicates that Arthur’s court is flawed: it is weak and does not seem concerned with 

charity and justice. Court is, therefore, not superior to the forest.  
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Chapter 4: Ywain and Gawain 

 

Summary 

 

In Ywain and Gawain, Sir Ywain, a knight of the Round Table, travels into the forest in 

order to fight the strange knight of the well, who once defeated and brought shame to his 

cousin Sir Colgrevance. After he has defeated the knight, he follows him to his castle, 

where the knight – mortally wounded – dies. Through the help of Lunette, a maiden, 

Ywain then marries the knight’s widow, Alundyne, and becomes the new lord of her 

kingdom and the well. When he wishes to follow arms abroad together with his friend Sir 

Gawain, he promises Alundyne, at her request, to return to her exactly after the term of a 

year. However, after fighting in tournaments for a year, he forgets to return on the 

appointed day, as a result of which he loses Alundyne’s love. Driven to madness by his 

grief, Ywain leaves society and goes into the wilderness, where he lives like an animal 

for several years. During his stay in the forest, he is helped by a hermit, who gives him 

food. Eventually, his period of madness comes to an end when a maiden, passing through 

the forest, decides to help him and restores his sanity by using a magic ointment 

belonging to her lady. Consequently, Ywain leaves the forest and returns to society, 

where he performs several chivalrous deeds. He defeats the enemy of the lady with the 

ointment and, after leaving her castle, rescues a lion attacked by a dragon, which then 

becomes his companion. Calling himself the Knight with the Lion, he also protects a lord 

and his daughter from a cruel giant, comes to the aid of Lunette, falsely accused of 

treason by Alundyne’s steward, and liberates a group of maidens imprisoned in a castle 

by two evil knights who force them to sew all day long. Eventually, he goes to Arthur’s 

court, where he unknowingly duels with Gawain in order to defend the right of a lady, 

wronged by her sister. Finally, he returns to the forest with the well and, once more 

assisted by Lunette, becomes reconciled with Alundyne.  
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§ 4.1. Introduction  

 

The forest plays a prominent role in Ywain and Gawain, since its protagonist decides to 

go into the forest twice and – driven to madness – even lives in the wilderness for several 

years. Structurally, the narrative consists of five main parts: Ywain’s adventure in the 

forest of the well – inspired by his cousin Colgrevance – and his subsequent marriage to 

Alundyne, his year of fighting in tournaments and the loss of his wife, his period of 

madness in the forest, his knightly deeds in society and his return to the forest of the well 

and subsequent reconciliation to Alundyne. In this way, Ywain’s period of madness 

forms the central episode in the narrative, which roughly begins and ends in the forest of 

the well.  

 First of all, this chapter will examine the forest of the well and the role which it 

initially plays in the story by looking at Colgrevance’s motives for going into the woods, 

the forest’s general features and the events that take place here. Secondly, this chapter 

will determine the role of both forests with regards to Ywain’s characterization by 

examining his character development throughout the narrative and focusing on the 

following aspects: Ywain’s reasons for going into the forest of the well at the beginning 

and end of the story, his reasons for going into the forest of his madness, the way in 

which he experiences his stay here and the events that occur in the forest of the well and 

the forest of his madness. Closely linked to Ywain’s character development is the theme 

of what defines a true chivalrous knight. 

 Ywain and Gawain is a Middle English adaptation of Chrétien de Troyes’s 

romance Le Chevalier au Lion. Similar to Sir Perceval of Galles, many critics have 

consequently considered it to be flat and unsophisticated in comparison to Chrétien’s 

romance and, thus, failed to see its worth as a work of literature in its own right (Braswell 

78-9). This chapter, therefore, will not refer to Le Chevalier au Lion.  

 

 

§ 4.2. The forest of the well: adventure and testing  

 

The forest of the well is the first forest featured in Ywain and Gawain. At the opening of  
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the story, Colgrevance, a knight of the Round Table, relates to his fellow knights how he 

once experienced a misfortunate adventure in a forest. Eager to test his chivalric worth, 

he explains that he travelled into the wilderness looking for adventure as a knight errant: 

“A knyght [I was] / That soght aventurs in that land, / My body to asai and fande” (314-

6). As he recounts, he initially comes across a castle, where he is courteously received by 

a lord and his lady. Continuing his journey the following day, he encounters many wild 

and dangerous beasts in the woods before meeting an ugly and fearful giant, whose 

marvellous wildness forms a sharp contrast with the civility and familiarity of the lord 

and lady in the castle. Introducing himself as the keeper of the animals of the forest (284-

312), the giant directs Colgrevance to a magic well and instructs him to pour water from 

the well on an emerald stone next to it. He explains that this will produce a perilous storm 

and lead to the sort of adventure Colgrevance has been looking for:  

 

 And if thou pas [the storm] withowten grevance, 

 Than has thou the fairest chance, 

 That ever yit had any knyght, 

 That theder come to kyth his myght.  (345-8) 

 

Following the giant’s instructions, Colgrevance arrives at the well, pours water on the 

stone and endures the storm, which nearly kills him. After the storm has miraculously 

ceased, he witnesses another marvel: all the birds in the forest gather in the thorn tree 

above the well and begin to sing. Subsequently, a strange and threatening knight arrives 

at the scene, ready to fight him. It turns out that casting water on the stone does not only 

produce an extreme reaction in nature but also forms a threat to the strange knight and his 

kingdom. During the ensuing duel, the strange knight defeats Colgrevance and takes his 

horse.  

 As Colgrevance’s account indicates, the forest of the well plays a typical role in 

the narrative structure. It is a place of danger, mystery and adventure, where knights may 

prove their worth and test their prowess.  
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§ 4.3. The forest and character development 

 

During the course of the narrative, Ywain undergoes a character development, in which 

the forest of the well and the forest of his madness play an important role. At the 

beginning of the story, he becomes a husband and a renowned knight, yet he has 

shortcomings as both a knight and a husband. After losing his wife through his own 

faults, he becomes mad, leaves society and goes into the wilderness, where he 

experiences an emotional crisis. When he eventually recovers and returns to civilisation, 

he shows that he has changed in the forest and has become a true chivalrous knight and a 

considerate husband.  

 

 

4.3.1. Shortcomings as a knight and husband  

 

At the beginning of the story, Ywain – an unknown knight with little experience in love – 

becomes a husband and gains a reputation. After listening to Colgrevance’s story, he 

decides to go into the same forest in order to challenge the knight of the well and avenge 

his cousin Colgrevance: “Forth than went Sir Ywayne; / He thinkes, or he cum ogayne, / 

To wreke his kosyn at his myght” (585-7). When he arrives at the well, he pours water on 

the stone, endures the storm and fights the strange knight. After mortally wounding the 

knight, Ywain – still determined to have his revenge – chases his opponent back to his 

castle, where the knight soon dies from his wounds and Ywain gets trapped between two 

portcullises. Fortunately, a maiden called Lunette helps him escape and takes him to her 

chamber, where she hides him from the men searching for their lord’s murderer. As she 

explains, she is eager to help Ywain because she feels indebted to him for the courtesy he 

once showed her when she visited Arthur’s court: 

 

 I aw the honore and servyse. 

 I was in message at the king 

 Bifore this time, whils I was ying; 

 I was noght than savese, 

 Als a damysel aght to be. 

 Fro the tyme that I was lyght 
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 In cowrt was none so hend knyght, 

 That unto me than walde take hede, 

 Bot thou allane, God do the mede. 

 Grete honore thou did to me, 

 And that sal I now quite the.  (720-30) 

 

When Ywain falls in love with the knight’s widow, Alundyne, after having seen her 

through a secret window, Lunette helps him gain the lady’s favour. As Alundyne’s 

confidante, she cleverly persuades her lady to marry Ywain by praising his qualities and 

pointing out that – now her lord is dead – Alundyne is in need of a knight to defend her 

kingdom against Arthur, who has also heard about Colgrevance’s adventure and intends 

to go to the well. In addition, Lunette arranges a secret meeting between Ywain and her 

lady. During this meeting, Ywain demonstrates his lack of experience with women, for he 

is afraid to speak to Alundyne and needs Lunette to help him out:  

 

 And [Ywain] for dred oway he drogh. 

 Than [Lunette] stode and logh. 

 Sho sayd, “Mawgré have that knyght  

 That haves of swilk a lady syght  

 And can noght shew to hir his need. 

 Cum furth, sir; the thar noght drede, 

 That mi lady wil the smyte; 

 Sho loves the wele withouten lite. 

 Pray to hir of hir mercy, 

 And for this sake right so sal I, 

 That sho forgif the in this stede 

 Of Salados the Rouse ded, 

 That was hir lord, that thou has slayne.”  (1135-47) 

 

Following Lunette’s advice, Ywain puts himself in Alundyne’s mercy and confesses his 

love for her. Alundyne, in return, forgives him his “trispase” and, subsequently, marries 

him (1158). Although Alundyne marries Ywain out of necessity, she also finds him 

appealing. She is pleased to find out that he is the son of a king (1057-8) and, when she 

sees him for the first time, he seems perfect to her: “Hir thought he was withowten lac” 

(1133). 

When Ywain marries Alundyne, he is still an unproven knight and has not yet 

made a name for himself. Indeed, he is mostly referred to as “the Kyng son Uriene” 
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instead of Sir Ywain (732). However, when Arthur and his knights arrive at the well, he 

is able to prove his chivalric worth to them. Concealing his identity, he presents himself 

as the well’s new defender and fights Sir Kay, who has asked the battle. After unhorsing 

him, Ywain presents Kay’s horse to Arthur, reveals his true identity and, inviting them all 

to his new home, tells them how he defeated the knight of the well. As part of Ywain’s 

new kingdom, the forest of the well is, thus, no longer a place of adventure but has 

become familiar and demystified.  

After Arthur’s visit, Ywain also gains a reputation as a knight. When his friend 

Gawain reminds him that it would be a shame for a knight to stay at home with his wife, 

Ywain decides to take part in numerous tournaments together with Gawain, thus gaining 

renown and establishing a reputation:  

 

 Thai wan grete wirships, als thai went; 

 Sir Ywayne oft had al the lose, 

 Of him the word ful wide gose; 

 Of thaire dedes was grete renown 

 To and fra in towre and towne.  (1572-6) 

 

Ywain’s identity is, thus, determined by his roles as a husband and a knight. Yet, 

although he is chivalrous by nature – as his kind and courteous behaviour towards 

Lunette demonstrated – he has shortcomings both as a knight and husband. First of all, he 

does not seem to realise that it is a knight’s social duty to fight in order to help and 

defend those in need. Instead, he is more concerned with his own personal glory and self-

aggrandisement than with charity and justice (Braswell 79). The forest of the well serves 

to show this. Although Ywain goes into the forest in order to avenge his cousin, he is 

primarily interested in his own honour. In fact, he is so determined to fight the knight of 

the well that, when he learns that Arthur is planning to go to the well, he secretly leaves 

court to be the first one to arrive. Childishly, he does not want any of his fellow knights 

to have the fight and avenge Colgrevance but wishes to do this himself: 

 

 To himself [Ywain] made grete mane, 

 For he wald have went allane. 

 In hert he had grete myslykyng 

 For the wending of the kyng, 
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 Al for he hopid, withowten fayle, 

 That Sir Kay sold ask the batayle, 

 Or els Sir Gawayn, knyght vailant; 

 And owther wald the king grant. 

 Who so it wald first crave 

 Of tham two, sone might it have.  (535-44) 

 

In addition, he seems eager to fight the knight of the well in order to prove his prowess to 

court and, especially, to Kay, who mocked him at the beginning of the story. Even though 

Ywain claimed that he was not offended by Kay’s mockery (507-8), he is glad to have 

the opportunity to punish him for his insults and teach him a lesson when Kay turns out 

to be his opponent at the well: “Syr Ywaine thinkes now to be wroken / On the grete 

wordes that Kay has spoken” (1319-20). What is more, after Gawain has convinced him 

to follow arms, Ywain merely fights in tournaments and neglects his chivalric duties 

(Braswell 196-7). Indeed, Gawain does not pay any attention to the fact that knights are 

supposed to uphold justice and defend the weak but only points out that, now Ywain is 

married, he should win fame and glory abroad: 

 

 […] Sir, if thou ly at hame, 

 Wonderly men wil the blame. 

 That knight es no thing to set by 

 That leves al his chivalry 

 And ligges bekeand in his bed, 

 When he haves a lady wed. 

 For when that he has grete endose, 

 Than war tyme to win his lose; 

 For when a knyght es chevalrouse, 

 His lady es the more jelows. 

 Also sho lufes him wele the bet. 

 Tharfore, sir, thou sal noght let 

 To haunt armes in ilk cuntré; 

 Thou hase inogh to thi despens; 

 Now may thow wele hante turnamentes.  (1455-70) 

 

 Furthermore, Ywain also shows faults at being a husband. When he wishes to 

follow arms with Gawain, Alundyne agrees to this but only on the condition that he will 

return to her exactly after the term of a year. If he fails to do so, he will lose her love 

forever. Promising to return on the appointed day, Ywain leaves and partakes in many 



 

 69 

tournaments. However, after a year has passed, he goes back to Arthur’s court and forgets 

to return to Alundyne: 

 

    Sir Ywaine umbithoght him than, 

 He had forgeten his leman. 

 “Broken I have hir cumandment. 

 Sertes,” he said, “now be I shent; 

 The terme es past  that sho me set. 

 How ever sal this bale be bet?  (1583-8) 

 

This does not only show that he fails to stay true to his word but also that he is more 

interested in gaining glory than serving his wife. In fact, he does not seem to realise that a 

marriage should be based on mutual love, respect and loyalty. Indeed, although he 

confesses his love for her and places himself in her service when he first meets Alundyne, 

he does not seem to care that she does not reciprocate his feelings and agrees to marry 

him out of necessity rather than love.  

 

 

4.3.2. Crisis and change  

 

As a result of breaking his promise to Alundyne, Ywain loses her love. After he has 

forgotten to return on the appointed day, a lady messenger, sent by Alundyne, arrives at 

court, who publicly announces Ywain’s betrayal to his wife and demands back the ring 

which Alundyne gave him to keep him safe in battle: 

 

 [Ywain] has bytrayed my lady, 

 [. . .] 

 He made to hir ful mekyl boste 

 And said, of al he lufed hir moste. 

 Al was treson and trechery, 

 And that he sal ful dere haby. 

 It es ful mekyl ogains the right 

 To cal so fals a man a knight.  (1603, 1607-12) 

 

Realising he has lost his wife through his “owen foly,” Ywain experiences an emotional 

crisis (1647). He becomes mad from grief, leaves society and goes into the forest, where 
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he lives for several years and reduces, physically as well as mentally, to an almost bestial 

state:
39

  

 

 An evyl toke him als he stode; 

 For wa he wex al wilde and wode. 

 Unto the wod the way he nome; 

 No man wist whore he bycome. 

 Obout he welk in the forest, 

 Als it wore a wilde beste;  (1649-54) 

 

Insane and unpredictable, Ywain does not take a conscious decision to live in the 

wilderness but seems to do this instinctively. Indeed, similar to the giant herdsman, he no 

longer fits in with society, for he has not only lost his identity as a knight and husband 

but also as a rational, civilised and moral human being. Living merely in a physical sense, 

he walks around the forest naked (1674). When he happens to meet a hunter in the 

woods, he unscrupulously attacks him and steals his bow and arrows so that he can hunt 

animals: 

 

    On a day als Ywayne ran 

In the wod, he met a man; 

Arowes brade and bow had he, 

And when Sir Ywayne gan him se, 

To him he stirt with bir ful grim, 

His bow and arwes reft he him. 

 Ilka day than at the leste 

 Shot he him a wilde beste;  (1657-64) 

 

Like an animal, he eats roots and raw flesh and drinks blood, which is a sin for a 

Christian: “[In the forest] he lifed a grete sesowne; / With rotes amd raw venysowne; / He 

drank of the warm blode” (1667-9). In this way, Ywain almost becomes a wilde man.  

                                                 
39

 In medieval literature, madness is often brought on by the loss of a loved one (Bernheimer 14). Believing 

her son to be dead, Perceval’s mother Acheflour, for instance, loses her sanity.  Furthermore, madness is 

frequently associated with wild men, because in medieval literature insane people generally flee to the 

forest, where they often turn into wild men (Bernheimer 12). For more information, see Bernheimer, Wild 

Men in the Middle Ages or Doob, Nebuchadnezzar’s Children.  
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 However, through the help of others, Ywain slowly recovers and overcomes his 

crisis. During his stay in the forest, he comes across a hermit, living in a hermitage in the 

woods, who offers him food: 

 

 The ermyte saw and sone was war, 

 A naked man a bow bare. 

 He hoped he was wode that tide; 

 Tharfore no lenger durst he bide. 

 He sperd his gate and in he ran 

 Forfered of that wode man; 

 And for him thoght it charité, 

 Out at his window set he 

 Brede and water for the wode man; 

 And tharto ful sone [Ywain] ran. 

 Swilk als [the hermit] had, swilk he him gaf,  (1673-83) 

 

Having devoted his life to God, the hermit helps Ywain, despite the fact that he is afraid 

of him. Indeed, a good Christian should help a fellow man in need, even if this is an 

enemy. As a result of the hermit’s charity, Ywain’s humanity re-emerges, for he begins to 

return the favour by sharing his meat with the hermit. Every time he goes to the 

hermitage for food, he leaves the game he has hunted at the hermit’s door:  

 

 Everilka day he come ogayne, 

 And with him broght he redy boun 

 Ilka day new venisowne; 

 He laid it at the ermite gate 

 And ete and drank and went his gate.  (1692-6) 

 

In addition, Ywain stops eating raw meat, because the hermit boils it for him. 

Consequently, he no longer lives entirely like an animal but becomes more civilised and 

human again. The help Ywain receives from the hermit thus plays an important role in his 

recovery.  

 After several years, Ywain’s crisis comes to an end when a maiden, passing 

through the forest together with her lady, notices him sleeping under a tree and decides to 

help him. Recognising him by a scar he once sustained during a tournament at which she 
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was present, she takes pity on him and convinces her lady, who is in need of a knight to 

defend her against a hostile earl, to come to Ywain’s aid: 

 

 Here have we funden Sir Ywayne, 

 The best knyght that on grund mai ga. 

 Allas, him es bytid so wa; 

 In sum sorrow was he stad, 

 And tharfore es he waxen mad. 

 Sorow wil meng a mans blode 

 And make him forto wax wode. 

 Madame, and he war now in quert 

 And al hale of will and hert, 

 Ogayns yowre fa he wald yow were, 

 That has yow done so mekyl dere.  (1734-44) 

 

On account of his former reputation, the lady agrees to help Ywain and, when she arrives 

at her castle, she gives her maiden a magic ointment which cures madness. Eager to help 

Ywain, the maiden then returns to the forest, where she uses all of the ointment on him 

and thus restores his sanity. In addition, she leaves clothes for him. After Ywain has 

woken up and got dressed, she takes him to her lady’s castle. Like the hermit, the maiden 

helps Ywain out of charity, although she also seems to admire him. The lady, on the other 

hand, only decides to help him for her own benefit and, calculating, does not want her 

maiden to waste all of the ointment on him (1766-8). As a result of the maiden’s help, 

Ywain recovers and becomes a rational, civilised and moral human being once more. His 

return to civilisation marks the definite ending of his period of crisis in the forest. 

 Unlike the forest of the well, the forest of Ywain’s madness is not a place of 

adventure and testing but of emotional crisis. What is more, it is also a place of change 

for, although Ywain becomes a “normal” member of society again, his character has 

developed in the process. 

 

 

4.3.3. An improved knight and husband  

 

After Ywain has returned to society, it becomes clear that he has changed during his stay 

in the forest. First of all, he has improved himself as a knight. This is reflected in his 
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knightly deeds, for he no longer fights in order to gain glory but in order to uphold justice 

and defend the weak, especially women. He has learned the true meaning of chivalry, 

which is one of the central themes in the poem. As a true chivalrous knight, he helps 

those in need unconditionally and does not only fight when he is asked to or in order to 

return a service but because he considers it his social duty to do so.  

Ywain’s first knightly deed is to help the lady with the healing ointment, 

presumably because he feels indebted to her for curing him from his insanity. He defeats 

her enemy, Sir Alers, and forces him to mend the injustice he did to her. When the lady 

then offers herself and her lands to him, he refuses to take any reward for his help except 

for the armour and horse he used during the fight: “I wil no thing to mede / Bot myne 

armurs and my stede” (1965-6).  

 Subsequently, Ywain goes on a journey and rescues a lion that is being attacked 

by a fierce dragon.
40

 Responding to its cries, he finds the lion barely able to defend itself 

against its attacker and decides to come to its aid by killing the dragon: 

 

 The lyoun had over litel myght 

 Ogaynes the dragon forto fyght 

 Than Sir Ywayn made him bown 

 Forto sucore the lyown;  (1985-8) 

 

By fighting the dragon, Ywain demonstrates that he has become a true chivalrous 

knight for he helps a creature in need of his own accord, without expecting anything in 

return. In fact, he fears the lion may attack him: “If the lyoun me assayle, / Redy sal he 

have batayle” (1999-2000). His chivalrous deed is reminiscent of the charity the hermit 

showed him previously, despite his fear of him. Indeed, it seems that Ywain has learned 

from the hermit’s example. In addition, the lion responds to Ywain’s help in a similar 

way as Ywain responded to the hermit’s help: by returning a service. In spite of its wild 

nature, the lion is immensely grateful to Ywain for killing the dragon and even tries to 

thank him, as if it were a human being: 

 

 Grete fawnyng made [the lion] to the knyght. 

 Down on the grund he set him oft, 

                                                 
40

 In literature, lions are often considered to be noble creatures. 
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 His fortherfete he held oloft, 

 And thanked the knyght als he kowth, 

 Al if he myght noght speke with mowth; 

 So wele the lyon of him lete, 

 Ful law he lay and likked his fete.  (2002-8) 

 

Reciprocating the favour, the lion then loyally follows Ywain everywhere he goes 

and becomes his companion, guarding him and assisting him in his fights. Ywain, in his 

turn, starts to care for the animal. When both are wounded after a fight, for instance, he is 

more concerned for the lion’s well-being than for his own and even carries the animal on 

his shield (2655-6; 2705-9). Similarly, towards the end of the story, he explains that he 

considers the lion to be his friend: “We er frendes and gude felaws. / He es mine and I am 

his; / For na tresore I wald him mys” (3794-6). 

Ywain also comes to the aid of Lunette. After he has rescued the lion, he happens 

to arrive at the well again, where he finds Lunette imprisoned in a chapel located near it. 

As she explains, she has been falsely accused of treason by Alundyne's steward and his 

two brothers because, according to them, she caused her lady great harm by persuading 

her to marry Ywain. Consequently, they have sentenced her to death and, as she has been 

unable to find a champion to defend her, plan to burn her at the stake the following day. 

Since he cares for Lunette and realises that he owes his life to her, Ywain promises to 

return the next day and fight for her sake: 

 

 [. . .] [F]or my gilt 

 Sal thou never more be spilt. 

 Thou ert Lunet, if I can rede, 

 That helpyd me yn mekyl drede; 

 I had bene ded had thou noght bene. 

 [. . .] 

 He said, “Als I am trew knyght, 

 I sal be redy forto fyght 

 To-morn with tham al thre, 

 Leman, for the luf of the.  (2151-5, 2189-92) 

 

In the meantime, Ywain decides to stay at a castle nearby, where he once again 

helps someone in need. Upon his arrival, the lord of the castle, who happens to be 

Gawain’s brother-in-law, explains to Ywain that he desperately needs a knight to fight for 
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him against an evil giant, who has not only taken his lands but also captured his sons. 

Already having killed two of the lord’s sons, the giant threatens to kill the others as well 

if the lord does not give him his fair daughter when he will come for her the next day. For 

Gawain’s sake, Ywain is willing to help his host, but only on the condition that the fight 

will take place early in the morning, since he has promised to fight for Lunette on the 

same day:  

 

 Than Syr Ywayne sighed sare 

 And said unto the knyght right thare; 

 “Syr,” he sayd, “for Gawayn sake 

 This batayl wil I undertake 

 Forto fyght with the geant; 

 And that opon swilk a covenant, 

 Yif he cum at swilk a time, 

 So that we may fight by prime. 

 No langer may I tent tharto, 

 For other thing I have to do; 

 I have a dede that most be done 

 To-morn nedes byfor the none.”  (2297-308) 

 

The following day, Ywain attends mass and, reluctant to wait any longer for the giant to 

come, decides he has to leave in order to be at the chapel on time (2357-9). Even though 

he takes pity on his host and his family, he cares more for Lunette: 

 

 Of tham Sir Ywayn had grete peté; 

 Him thoght his hert myght breke in thre, 

 For in grete drede ay gan he dwell 

 For the mayden in the chapell. 

 For, sertes, if sho war done to ded, 

 Of him war than none other rede 

 Bot oither he sold hymselven sla 

 Or wode ogain to the wod ga.  (2371-8) 

 

In fact, Ywain seems to believe that the feud between the lord and the giant only 

concerns the former’s lands: “Sertes, I wald noght [Lunette] byswike / Forto win this 

kinges rike” (2335-6). However, as Ywain is about to leave, the giant arrives at the castle 

and, demanding the lord’s daughter, sadistically informs them that he intends to let of all 
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of his servants sleep with the maiden. Realising that the daughter’s purity is actually at 

stake, Ywain decides that he must kill the giant before he leaves:  

 

 This geant es ful fers and fell 

 And of his wordes ful kruell; 

 I sal deliver hir of his aw 

 Or els be ded within a thraw. 

 For, sertes, it war a misadventure 

 That so gentil a creature 

 Sold ever so foul hap byfall 

 To be defouled with a thrall.  (2409-16)  

 

Whereas, at first, he felt obliged to help his host for Gawain’s sake, he is now determined 

to fight the giant out of a sense of social duty. As a chivalrous knight, he cannot abandon 

a defenceless maiden to such a cruel fate, despite the fact that he is needed elsewhere.  

 After he has killed the giant, Ywain hurries back to the chapel and Lunette, where 

he fights the steward and his two brothers incognito, assisted by his lion. He feels 

confident because, as he states, he has God and justice on his side: “For with me es bath 

God and right, / And thai sal help me forto fight” (2519-20). Indeed, unlike before, 

Ywain now fights for the right cause. After he has defeated his opponents, he reconciles 

Lunette with Alundyne, who is also present but does not recognise him, and introduces 

himself to her as the “Knight with the Lyoun” (2662). By concealing his own famous 

name, Ywain proves to be no longer interested in gaining glory (Braswell 79). As the 

unknown Knight with the Lion, he instead becomes a champion of the weak and 

defenceless and gradually gains a new reputation as such. Indeed, word of his chivalrous 

deeds even reaches Arthur’s court (2774-87).  

 As a result of Ywain’s new reputation, a lady in distress decides to search for him 

in order to acquire his help. She is in need of a champion who will defend her rights 

because her unkind elder sister refuses to share their father’s inheritance with her and, 

despite her pleas, intends to thwart the lady’s claims by means of a duel at Arthur’s court. 

Since Gawain has agreed to be her champion, the elder sister assumes that her younger 

sister will not be able to find a knight powerful or brave enough to fight on her behalf. 

Indeed, the unfortunate lady has been to Arthur’s court but found no help. Ywain, on the 

other hand, promises to come to her aid and fight for her sake: 
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 Gladly with the wil I gane, 

 Wheder so thou wil me lede, 

 And hertly help the in thi nede. 

 Sen thou haves me so wide soght, 

 Sertes, fail the sal I noght.  (2926-30) 

 

 On his way to help the younger sister, Ywain stops at a strange castle, where he 

discovers a group of maidens held imprisoned by two evil knights who force them to sew 

all day under horrible conditions. In true chivalrous fashion, he offers the maidens his 

unconditional help, even before they have told him about their misery: “‘Yowre sorow,’ 

he said, ‘unto me say, / And I sal mend it, yf I may’” (3003-4). In fact, the maidens do 

not even ask him for help, for they seem to have given up all hope and do not expect 

anyone to be able to defeat the knights: “Es none in werld that us mai wreke” (3046). 

Ywain, thus, decides to help them solely because he seems to consider it his social duty 

as a knight to do so. When he meets the lord of the castle, he learns that it is an old law 

for every visitor to duel with the two knights. Already determined to do so, Ywain fights 

the knights the following day, helped by his lion. After he has defeated them, the lord 

offers him his kingdom and his daughter, yet Ywain only asks for the maidens to be 

released: 

 

 Bot this thing, sir, I ask of the, 

 That al thir prisons may pas fre. 

 God has granted me this chance, 

 I have made thaire delyverance.  (3299-302) 

 

 Subsequently, Ywain travels to Arthur’s court in order to defend the rights of the 

younger sister and, thus, perform another “dede of charité” (3507). Although the lady 

tries to reason with her elder sister in order to prevent any unnecessary bloodshed, the 

elder sister has no intention of changing her mind. Concealing his real name, Ywain 

unknowingly duels with Gawain, who has also kept his identity hidden. Equally strong, 

they fight until nightfall, neither of them having the upper hand. However, when Ywain 

happens to learn that his opponent is actually his best friend, he throws away his sword, 

reveals his own identity and is willing to declare himself the loser:  
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 “Syr,” he said, “I hat Ywayne, 

 That lufes the more by se and sand 

 Than any man that es lifand, 

 For mani dedes that thou me did, 

 And curtaysi ye have me kyd. 

 Tharfore, sir, now in this stoure 

 I sal do the this honowre: 

 I grant that thou has me overcumen 

 And by strenkyth in batayl nomen.”  (3656-64) 

 

As this passage shows, he does not care for the victory. Instead, his only concern is to act 

chivalrously and do the right thing. Having witnessed the scene, King Arthur welcomes 

Ywain back and decides that he himself will settle the conflict between the sisters. 

Realising that the elder sister’s “wil es wrang,” he names Ywain the winner (3753). 

Indeed, Ywain has become a champion of charity and justice, which is reflected by the 

way in which the nature of his fights has become different. While his first chivalrous 

deed was to help the lady with the ointment by defeating a rather nondescript enemy, his 

later fights concern those wronged or threatened by enemies who are particularly unfair, 

unkind, cruel or malignant. When Arthur and the others present discover that Ywain is, in 

fact, the Knight with the Lion, they emphasize his new reputation:  

 

 This es the Knight with the Liown, 

 That es halden of so grete renown. 

 This ilk knight the geant slogh; 

 Of dedis he es doghty inogh.  (3799-802) 

 

In this way, Ywain re-establishes his place at Arthur’s court and has once more proved 

his worth, but now as a knight who fights for justice and charity.  

 During his stay in the forest, Ywain has not only improved himself as a knight but 

as a husband as well. Whereas at first he was more interested in tournaments, he now 

realises how important Alundyne is to him. For instance, after his return to society, he 

expresses his grief about losing his wealth and status but stresses that his greatest sorrow 

has been the loss of his wife: 

 

 I was a man, now am I nane; 

 Whilom I was a nobil knyght 
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 And a man of mekyl myght; 

 I had knyghtes of my menye 

 And of reches grete plenté; 

 I had a ful fayre seignory, 

 And al I lost for my foly. 

 Mi maste sorrow als sal thou here: 

 I lost a lady that was me dere.  (2116-24) 

 

As this passage indicates, he understands that it was wrong and foolish of him to seek 

glory instead of serving his wife. Furthermore, he seems to realise that, if he wants to win 

her back, he needs to prove to her that he has changed. When he meets Alundyne after 

saving Lunette, he chooses to conceal his real name because, by adopting a new identity, 

as it were, he is able to start over new and make amends. Indeed, he knows that Alundyne 

has not forgiven him, yet she thinks favourably of the Knight with the Lion, whom she is 

eager to invite to her castle: 

 

 Sho said, “I prai the forto dwell, 

 If that thou may, here us omell.” 

 If sho had wist wele wha it was, 

 She wald wele lever have laten him pas; 

 And tharfore wald he noght be knawen 

 Both for hir ese and for his awyn.  (2667-72) 

 

 What is more, Ywain seems to have learned that a marriage should be based on 

reciprocal love, respect and loyalty. After his duel with Gawain, he finally decides to 

return to the forest of the well, where – as before – he once more pours water on the 

stone. However, while at first he went into this forest in order to challenge the knight of 

the well and, thus, prove his own worth, his sole purpose now is to win Alundyne back: 

 

 Sir Ywayn hies him fast to found. 

 Luf was so in his hert fest, 

 Night ne day haved he no rest, 

 Bot he get grace of his lady, 

 He most go wode or for luf dy.  (3830-4) 

 

In this way, the story comes full circle, not only with regards to structure but also with 

regards to Ywain’s characterization. Indeed, the forest of the well now serves to show his 
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character development. By pouring water on the stone, Ywain deliberately poses a threat 

to Alundyne’s kingdom, presumably in order to find out whether she has married another 

knight to defend her. Through the help of Lunette – whose aid he requested earlier – he 

then becomes reconciled to Alundyne again. Similar to the way in which Lunette 

persuaded her lady to marry her husband’s killer at the beginning of the story, she now 

tricks her into taking Ywain back. Although Lunette realises that it is, in fact, Ywain who 

has come to the well, she keeps this to herself. Instead, she points out that Alundyne is in 

desperate need of a knight to defend her against her present enemy and informs her that 

the Knight with the Lion would be willing to help her, yet only on the condition that 

Alundyne agrees to resolve the conflict between him and his lady. Unaware that Lunette 

is actually referring to Ywain, Alundyne promises to do so and repeats her vow when 

Lunette brings him before her: 

 

 “Sir,” [Alundyne] said, “opon al wise, 

 I wil me pain in al thing 

 Forto mak thi saghtelyng 

 Betwix the and thi lady bryght.”  (3972-5) 

 

When Lunette, subsequently, reveals the true identity of the Knight with the Lion, 

Alundyne realises she has actually vowed to take her husband back. Obligated to keep 

her word, she is, thus, once again forced to accept Ywain. However, unlike before, Ywain 

now wants her to accept him because she loves him, not because she is forced to. Even 

though Alundyne has already agreed to take him back, he admits his mistakes, promises 

never to harm her again and – considerate of her feelings – asks for forgiveness: 

 

 “Madame,” he said, “I have miswroght, 

 And that I have ful dere boght. 

 Grete foly I did, the soth to say, 

 When that I past my terme-day; 

 And, sertes, wha so had so bityd, 

 Thai sold have done right als I dyd. 

 Bot I sal never thorgh Goddes grace 

 At mi might do more trispase; 

 And what man so wil mercy crave, 

 By Goddes law he sal it have.”  (3995-4004) 
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In this way, Ywain shows his wife that he has changed and improved himself and, as a 

result, he wins her back, for she now gives him her love freely. Afterwards all are said to 

live happily until their death: 

 

 Thus the Knyght with the Liown 

 Es turned now to Syr Ywayn 

 And has his lordship al ogayn; 

 And so Sir Ywain and his wive 

 In joy and blis thai led thaire live. 

 So did Lunet and the liown 

 Until that ded haves dreven tham down.  (4020-6) 

 

 

§ 4.4. Conclusion  

 

Ywain and Gawain features two forests: the forest of the well and the forest of Ywain’s 

madness. Initially, the forest of the well is a typical romance forest. Eager for adventure, 

Colgrevance goes into this forest in order to test his chivalric worth. Here, he encounters 

wild beasts, a giant herdsman and a magic well, where he duels with the mysterious 

knight of the well. Later on, Ywain experiences the same adventure in the forest. Unlike 

his cousin Colgrevance, however, he defeats the strange knight and goes to his castle. 

Subsequently, he marries the knight’s widow Alundyne and becomes the new lord of her 

kingdom and the well. In this way, the forest turns from the unknown into the familiar. 

Within the narrative structure, the forest of the well thus serves as a place of adventure 

and testing, providing Ywain with the opportunity to establish his worth as a knight at 

Arthur’s court and gain a wife.  

 Furthermore, the forest of the well and the forest of Ywain’s madness play a role 

in Ywain’s character development. At the beginning of the story, Ywain becomes a 

husband and an established knight. Yet, although he is essentially kind and chivalrous, he 

has shortcomings as both a knight and a husband. First of all, he does not seem to realise 

that it is a knight’s social duty to fight in order to uphold justice and defend the weak. 

Instead, he fights for his own personal glory and seeks worship in tournaments. Likewise, 

he does not seem to understand that a marriage should be based on reciprocal love and 
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loyalty, for he does not care that Alundyne marries him out of necessity rather than love. 

What is more, he becomes so absorbed in his self-aggrandisement that he forgets his vow 

to his wife and fails to return to her after a year.  

 Since he has broken his promise to Alundyne, Ywain loses her love, as a result of 

which he is driven to madness. He leaves society and goes into the wilderness, where he 

lives for several years and experiences an emotional crisis, losing his identity as a 

rational, moral and civilised human being in the process. However, through the charity of 

a hermit and a maiden, he overcomes his crisis, recovers and returns to civilisation, where 

he becomes a member of society again.  

 During his stay in the forest, Ywain has also changed, for he has improved 

himself. First of all, he has become a true chivalrous knight, since, after his return to 

society, he fights for charity and justice and is no longer concerned with personal glory. 

As the Knight with the Lion, he becomes a champion of the weak and defenceless and 

gains a new reputation as such. Indeed, he offers his help out of a sense of social duty and 

does not need to be asked or feel obliged to return a service, as his final knightly deeds 

demonstrate. Furthermore, he has become a more considerate husband, for he realises his 

mistakes and wishes to make amends. He also seems to understand that a marriage should 

be based on reciprocity, for he wants Alundyne to take him back because she loves him, 

not because she is forced to.  

 As a place of crisis and change, the forest of Ywain’s madness thus plays an 

important role in Ywain’s characterization. In addition, the forest of the well serves to 

show the way in which his character has developed. Whereas at first he went into this 

forest in order to prove his worth and gain renown, at the end of the narrative he returns 

to it in order to win Alundyne back, who has become his main concern.  

 

 



 

 83 

 

Conclusion 

 

The forest is an important location in the Middle English verse romances. In these 

romances, forests are often presented in a similar way and play a similar role. As a result, 

it is possible to speak of a stereotype: the romance forest. However, the forests in Sir 

Orfeo, Sir Perceval of Galles and Ywain and Gawain differ from this stereotype. The aim 

of this thesis was to analyse the role (or roles) of the forests in these three romances 

regarding narrative structure, the protagonist’s characterization and the story’s themes, to 

compare this role (or roles) with the (stereotypical) role of the romance forest and to 

discuss any differences and similarities between the forests in these three romances. In 

order to determine all of the above, the following aspects were examined: the forest’s 

characteristics, the protagonist’s motives for going into the forest, the nature of his stay 

and the events that take place here.  

 

 

The romance forest 

 

The romance forest is predominantly a place of adventure. In the Middle English 

romances, the hero may experience adventures through unexpected encounters with wild 

beasts, magical phenomena and, most frequently, mysterious or hostile characters. 

Dangerous, marvellous and unknown, the forest stands opposite society, where all is safe, 

normal and familiar. The hero commonly leaves society and ventures into the wilderness 

in order to hunt or, occasionally, as part of a quest or challenge. Hunting in the woods 

generally leads to adventurous events. Within the narrative structure, the romance forest 

may thus serve as a place of recreation but always turns into the scene of marvel and 

adventure. In this way, it also functions to further the development of the plot. 

 Since one may easily experience adventures in the forest, it is often a place where 

knights may test or prove their chivalric worth by facing the challenges which the forest 

incorporates. Because society places much emphasis on chivalry, testing becomes 

necessary. In this way, the romance forest is attractive in its danger and serves an 
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important narrative function. It can also play a role in the hero’s characterization since it 

offers him the opportunity to demonstrate his unremitting excellence as a knight or 

become an established knight. In most Middle English romances, the hero is not in search 

of adventure but usually finds himself tested by characters belonging to the woods. 

 The characters whom the hero encounters in the woods are generally outsiders, as 

they usually have one or more particular features separating them from normal society. In 

several Middle English romances, outsiders – initially belonging to the forest – 

eventually transform into proper members of society and adjust to its values. These 

transformations are usually brought about by Sir Gawain, who tends to remove the threat 

outsiders may pose to society and its values by showing them mercy or treating them 

courteously. In the process, the forest is made safe and familiar, since hostile opponents 

become allies. On a thematic level, the romance forest thus indicates the superiority of 

chivalric society and its values over the wilderness. 

 

 

General features of the forest 

 

The romance forest can generally be defined as a wilderness: a place of wild nature 

located outside society and civilisation. Nevertheless, it is not necessarily uninhabited or 

deserted, because outsiders are often encountered in the forest and, occasionally, live in 

castles sited in the wilderness. 

 The forests in Orfeo, Perceval and Ywain are also located outside society. They 

are places where only the laws of nature apply. However, unlike the romance forest, the 

forest of Orfeo’s exile is almost entirely isolated. Apart from wild animals and fairies, no 

human beings or creatures seem to come here. 

Similar to the forest in Orfeo, the forest of Perceval’s upbringing is isolated from 

society. In fact, with the exception of his mother, Perceval has never met another human 

being here until his encounter with the three knights hunting in the woods. The only other 

inhabitants are the animals Perceval hunts. 

In Ywain, the forest of the well is a typical romance forest. Here, Sir Colgrevance 

and, later on, his cousin Ywain encounter wild beasts, a giant herdsman and the strange 
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and hostile knight of the well, whose castle turns out to be located near the well. In the 

forest of his madness, Ywain also meets other characters, although they are hardly 

marvellous or mysterious: a hunter, a hermit and a maiden travelling through the woods 

together with her lady. 

 

 

The protagonist’s motives for going into the forest 

 

In most Middle English romances, the hero goes into the forest in order to hunt or, 

occasionally, because a quest or challenge requires him to travel through the woods. 

However, in Orfeo, Perceval and Ywain, the protagonists go to or end up in the forest for 

different reasons. In Perceval’s case, one has to consider his mother Acheflour’s motives 

for taking him into the wilderness as a baby. Orfeo, Ywain and Acheflour are each 

confronted with loss, as a result of which they can and will not stay in society anymore. 

Faced with the abduction of his wife Heurodis, Orfeo sees no point in carrying on 

with his life without her. Consequently, he decides to leave society and live alone in the 

wilderness, where he does not have to deal with his royal duties, which would otherwise 

force him to move on with his life. 

 After he has lost the love of his wife Alundyne, Ywain becomes insane and 

instinctively chooses to go into the wilderness because he does not fit in with society 

anymore. With regards to the forest of the well, Ywain initially goes here in order to 

prove his worth and gain renown, as is common. However, towards the end of the 

narrative, he returns to this forest in order to win back his wife. 

 After her husband has been killed by the Red Knight during a tournament, 

Acheflour decides to turn her back on chivalric society for good because she wishes to 

protect her son from it and prevent him from becoming a knight like his father. Towards 

the end of the story, Perceval decides to return to the forest of his youth, which he left to 

become a knight at Arthur’s court, in order to take care of his mother, for whom he has 

grown concerned. 
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The nature of the protagonist’s stay 

 

In most Middle English romances, the protagonist’s stay in the forest is temporary: after 

successfully completing his adventure, he usually leaves the wilderness and returns to 

court, where he happily resumes his place. His forest visit can last from a day to a year, 

depending on the type of adventure. What is more, throughout his stay in the woods, the 

protagonist generally remains part of society. In fact, Gawain frequently acts as a 

representative of chivalric society and court, upholding its values. This is especially the 

case when he facilitates the integration of outsiders into society. 

 However, in Orfeo, Perceval and Ywain, the protagonists are not temporary 

visitors but actually live in the forest for many years. During their forest periods, they are 

no longer part of society. In fact, unlike stereotypical romance heroes, they become 

outsiders and could be considered to resemble wild men. 

Orfeo and Ywain both lose their identity as a civilised member of society and 

reduce to an almost bestial state during their stay in the wilderness. Orfeo lives in the 

forest without any form of luxury or comfort and becomes so passive and dejected that – 

similar to an animal – he is only occupied with foraging. Ywain loses his rational, 

civilised and moral faculties and roams the forest like an animal. In addition, both heroes 

gain a wild appearance in the woods. Perceval’s wild appearance and uncivilised 

behaviour mark him as an outsider, as he is ignorant, inconsiderate and has neither 

manners nor composure. Furthermore, he wears goatskins. 

 

 

Events taking place in the forest 

 

In most Middle English romances, adventurous events take place in the forest, usually as 

a result of an encounter with marvellous or hostile characters. Yet, in Orfeo, Perceval and 

Ywain, the events that occur in the woods are generally of a different character. 

Overall, the forest of Orfeo’s exile can be characterised by Orfeo’s inaction and 

passiveness. Indeed, most of the action takes place outside the woods. Whereas 

conventional romance heroes would experience adventures through encounters with 
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supernatural beings, Orfeo hardly responds to the fairies who occasionally visit the 

woods and is only concerned with the bare essentials of life. Rather than being a place of 

adventure, the forest is, thus, mainly a place of stagnation. Yet, Orfeo eventually reacts to 

the fairies, which leads to the end of his forest period. The forest now becomes the scene 

of adventure, although the unfolding of this adventure takes place in the Otherworld. 

 Like Orfeo’s, Perceval’s stay in the forest is quite uneventful due to his mother’s 

resolve to keep society hidden from him, until he happens to meet the knights hunting in 

the woods. On his way to Arthur’s court, he steals a ring from a lady, replacing it by the 

one his mother gave him. When he eventually returns to the forest, he experiences more 

adventurous events, yet these are not random but could be seen as efforts to mend the 

harm he caused in the past. He rescues the lady and fights a giant in order to retrieve his 

mother’s ring. Putting on his old outfit, he finds his mother, who – like Ywain – has gone 

mad, and restores her sanity. 

 In the forest of the well, Ywain initially experiences adventures: he meets a giant 

herdsman, arrives at a magic well, endures a marvellous storm and fights the knight of 

the well. Defeating the knight, he marries his widow and becomes the well’s new 

defender. However, in the forest of his madness, Ywain does not experience adventures. 

He attacks a hunter and steals his bow and arrow. He receives help from a hermit living 

in the woods and a maiden travelling through the forest, who restores his sanity. When he 

eventually returns to the forest of the well, he once more produces a magical storm. Yet, 

this is no longer a marvellous event, since Ywain is familiar with it, but part of his plan to 

win back his wife. Indeed, like several romance forests, the forest of the well has been 

demystified. 

 

 

The roles of the forests in Orfeo, Perceval and Ywain 

 

Within the narrative structure, the forests in Orfeo, Perceval and Ywain seem to serve as 

refuges from society rather than places of adventure and testing. This is indicated by the 

protagonists’ motives for going into the woods. Orfeo, Ywain and Perceval’s mother 

Acheflour all escape society in a sense. Orfeo can no longer deal with his social duties 
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and responsibilities as a king, sees no reason to partake in society anymore and prefers to 

be alone. Tranquil and isolated, the forest provides a fitting refuge. Ywain suffers mental 

and physical decay, as a result of which he no longer fits in with society and can only live 

in the wilderness. Acheflour refuses to stay in chivalric society, which she seems to 

blame for her husband’s death, and is so determined to protect her son from it that she 

decides to live with him in the forest, where she keeps society hidden from him. In 

Perceval, the forest also serves as a home for Perceval, since he grows up unaware that 

there is another world outside the woods. In Ywain, the forest of the well initially serves a 

typical romance function, as it is a place of adventure and testing. 

 Whereas the romance forest hardly plays a role with regards to the protagonist’s 

characterization, the roles of the forests in Orfeo, Perceval and Ywain mainly concern 

this. In each of these three romances, the protagonist undergoes a character development, 

in which the forest plays an important role. The central themes of these stories are closely 

linked to this development. 

 In Orfeo, the forest serves as a place of emotional crisis and development. The 

central theme in this poem is how Orfeo deals with his loss and adversity. Confronted 

with the abduction of Heurodis, he experiences a crisis: he is extremely mournful, loses 

all pleasure in life and becomes passive and dejected. In the wilderness, he leads a harsh 

life of self-imposed exile. Living almost like an animal, he only takes an interest in 

foraging and puts his life on hold. However, during his stay in the woods, he gradually 

overcomes his crisis and undergoes a process of coming to terms with his loss. He 

becomes more optimistic and active and, playing his harp, begins to experience pleasure 

in life again. Eventually acting upon the fairies’ presence, he happens to meet Heurodis 

again, as a result of which his period of stagnation in the forest comes to an end. Like a 

conventional romance hero, he is now determined to rescue his wife and finally leaves 

the forest. 

 In Perceval, the forest greatly determines the shaping of Perceval’s character at 

the beginning of the story but, towards the end, serves to show the way in which his 

character has developed. Due to his isolated upbringing in the wilderness, Perceval is 

initially exceedingly naïve and uncivilised, has no understanding of the concept of right 

and wrong and mainly acts out of self-interest. Discovering that there is a world outside 
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the woods, he decides to leave the forest in order to become a knight at Arthur’s court. 

Even though he hardly resembles a knight, knighthood appears to be in his nature. During 

his stay in society, he gradually transforms from an ignorant and wild outsider into a 

knight. However, at first he primarily becomes a knight as far as fighting is concerned. 

He learns about the basics of knighthood, obtains a horse and armour, acquires knightly 

skills and proves his worth by performing valiant deeds in battle. Consequently, he is 

officially knighted and becomes a husband and lord. He is, thus, no longer an outsider. 

Towards the end of the narrative, Perceval also undergoes a spiritual 

development, as he learns the true meaning of chivalry, which is one of the central 

themes in the poem. Gaining a sense of social duty and justice, he comes to realise that 

the true purpose of a knight is not simply to fight but to help those in need. Whereas 

before he merely fought for his personal gain and pleasure, he now fights to defend 

others. Indeed, he has improved himself as a knight and a Christian, for he has become 

wiser, more considerate and selfless. Concerned for his mother, he returns to the forest in 

order to take care of her, whereas before he left her in the wilderness to cope all on her 

own. What is more, renouncing his armour and horse – the attributes of a knight in 

combat, – he shows that he does no longer care for fighting but realises that it is charity 

rather than being a good fighter which defines a true chivalrous knight. The forest, thus, 

becomes the scene of his spiritual completion. 

In contrast to Perceval, Arthur and his knights are hardly concerned with charity 

and justice. It seems, therefore, that Perceval is only able to attain his spiritual completion 

away from court and society. Indeed, the forest, represented by Perceval, functions as a 

foil to Arthur’s court, pointing out that, unlike in most romances, court is not presented as 

an ideal in this poem but appears to be flawed. In contrast to the romance forest, the 

forest in Perceval does not serve to indicate the superiority of the court and its values. 

In Ywain, the forest of Ywain’s madness functions as a place of emotional crisis 

and development. Furthermore, the forest of the well serves to show the way in which his 

character has developed. After he has lost the love of Alundyne, Ywain is driven to 

madness and, similar to Orfeo, experiences a crisis. Losing his identity as a rational, 

civilised and moral human being, he lives in the wilderness like an animal. Yet, through 
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the help of a hermit and a maiden, he overcomes his crisis, recovers and returns to 

society. 

Like Orfeo, Ywain’s character develops during his stay in the forest. At the 

beginning of the story, he becomes a husband and an established knight but shows 

shortcomings as both. First of all, he is only concerned with his own personal glory and 

self-aggrandisement and does not seem to realise that it is a knight’s social duty to fight 

in order to uphold justice and defend the weak. Indeed, as in Perceval, the true meaning 

of chivalry is a central theme in Ywain. Furthermore, Ywain does not seem to realise that 

a marriage should be based on mutual love, respect and loyalty. He becomes so absorbed 

in tournaments that he forgets his promise to Alundyne and fails to return to her after a 

year. 

However, after his return to society, it becomes clear that he has improved 

himself as a knight and a husband. He has become a true chivalrous knight, for he no 

longer fights for his own personal glory but for justice and charity. As the Knight with 

the Lion, he becomes a champion of the weak and defenceless and gains a new reputation 

as such. In addition, he has become a more considerate husband, for he seems to realise 

that a marriage should be based on reciprocal love and loyalty and wishes to make 

amends. Like the forest of Perceval’s youth, the forest of the well serves to show Ywain’s 

character development. Whereas at the beginning of the story he went into this forest in 

order to prove his chivalric worth and gain renown, towards the end, he returns to it in 

order to win back Alundyne. 

 

 

The role of the forests in Sir Orfeo, Sir Perceval of Galles and Ywain and Gawain differs 

from the standard role of the romance forest. Not only do the protagonists of these 

narratives have different motives for going into the woods, their stay and the events that 

take place here are different as well. Unlike conventional romance heroes, the 

protagonists are neither hunting nor on a quest. Instead, they choose to go into the 

wilderness in order to escape society. Similarly, they do not stay in the forest temporarily 

but actually live here for many years, during which period they are no longer part of 

society but – in contrast to conventional romance heroes – become outsiders. Within the 
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narrative structure, the forests in these three romances could thus be considered to serve 

as refuges from society. Furthermore, the events that take place in the forest are not 

predominantly adventurous in nature but mostly seem to concern the protagonist’s 

characterization. Indeed, rather than serving as places of adventure and testing, the forests 

in Orfeo, Perceval and Ywain all play an important role in the character development of 

their respective protagonists, to which the central themes of these stories are closely 

linked. Located outside society, the forest offers the protagonist a means of distancing 

himself, for his development (or part of his development) can only seem to take place 

away from society. After undergoing this development, he is ready to leave the 

wilderness and return to society. 
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