Discussion Questions for Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

Many of your discussions so far in this class have touched on the presentation of heroism. How is Gawain a different kind of hero than Beowulf? Than Bilbo in The Hobbit? On a related note: what is the attitude toward violence in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight? How does it differ from the attitude towards violence in Beowulf?

In Beowulf, a hero's bragging of his accomplishments was a way of (1) maintaining his reputation and (2) providing his audience with the credentials that would prove his worth. What role does bragging play in Sir Gawain? What role does modesty play in Sir Gawain? When and how is Gawain's reputation significant?

You were asked to think about the presentation of women in Sir Gawain. Now that you have finished the poem, how do you think it presents women? How do the three female characters (Guinevere, Morgan and Bertilak's lady) compare? What do you make of Gawain's diatribe against “womanly guile” in lines 2411-2428?

The Green Knight's original challenge is a kind of game; Bertilak's agreement with Gawain is a kind of game. What is the function of gaming in this text? What kinds of games are played? In which moments does the word “game” appear? Are these moments significant?

What do you take from the exchange of kisses and trinkets that occurs between Gawain, Bertilak and Bertilak's lady? 

Remember the pentangle on Gawain's shield, and the many virtues it symbolized. Now that you have finished the poem, do you believe the pentangle's message is an accurate depiction of Gawain's character?

