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Sir Gawain

By Howard Pyle
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FIT I

THE siege and the assault being ceased at Troy,
The battlements broken down and burnt to brands and ashes,
The treacherous trickster whose treasons there flourished
Was famed for his falsehood, the foulest on earth.
Aeneas the noble and his knightly kin
Then conquered kingdoms, and kept in their hand
Wellnigh all the wealth of the western lands.
Royal Romulus to Rome first turned,
Set up the city in splendid pomp,
Then named her with his own name, which now she still has:
Ticius founded Tuscany, townships raising,
Longbeard in Lombardy lifted up homes,
And far over the French flood Felix Brutus
On many spacious slopes set Britain with joy
And grace;

Where war and feud and wonder
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Have ruled the realm a space,
And after, bliss and blunder

By turns have run their race.

AND when this Britain was built by this brave noble,
Here bold men bred, in battle exulting,
Stirrers of trouble in turbulent times.
Here many a marvel, more than in other lands,
Has befallen by fortune since that far time.
But of all who abode here of Britain’s kings,
Arthur was highest in honour, as I have heard;
So I intend to tell you of a true wonder,
Which many folk mention as a manifest marvel,
A happening eminent among Arthur’s adventures.
Listen to my lay but a little while:
Straightway shall I speak it, in city as [ heard it,
With tongue;

As scribes have set it duly

In the lore of the land so long,

With letters linking truly

In story bold and strong.
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3

THIS king lay at Camelot one Christmastide
With many mighty lords, manly liegemen,
Members rightly reckoned of the Round Table,
In splendid celebration, seemly and carefree.
There tussling in tournament time and again
Jousted in jollity these gentle knights,
Then in court carnival sang catches and danced;
For fifteen days the feasting there was full in like measure
With all the meat and merry-making men could devise,
Gladly ringing glee, glorious to hear,
A noble din by day, dancing at night!
All was happiness in the height in halls and chambers
For lords and their ladies, delectable joy.
With all delights on earth they housed there together,
Saving Christ’s self, the most celebrated knights,
The loveliest ladies to live in all time,
And the comeliest king ever to keep court.
For this fine fellowship was in its fair prime
Far famed,
Stood well in heaven’s will,

Its high-souled king acclaimed :
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So hardy a host on hill

Could not with ease be named.
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THE year being so young that yester-even saw its birth,
That day double on the dais were the diners served.
Mass sung and service ended, straight from the chapel
The King and his company came into hall.

Called on with cries from clergy and laity,

Noél was newly announced, named time and again.
Then lords and ladies leaped forth, largesse distributing,
Offered New Year gifts in high voices, handed them out,
Bustling and bantering about these offerings.

Ladies laughed full loudly, though losing their wealth,
And he that won was not woeful, you may well believe.
All this merriment they made until meal time.

Then in progress to their places they passed after washing,
In authorized order, the high-ranking first;

With glorious Guinevere, gay in the midst,

On the princely platform with its precious hangings

Of splendid silk at the sides, a state over her

Of rich tapestry of Toulouse and Turkestan

Brilliantly embroidered with the best gems
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