The Positions of Female Characters

I. Reversal of Female Images

A. The Downfall of the Hero
In the poem Sir Gawain fails to keep his bargain with the lord of the castle, but Green Knight suggests that it is women that are responsible for the scheme. Therefore, Sir Gawain, is not to blame for his failure while Bercilak’s wife is the one as Green Knight reveals the truth that his wife has plotted the scheme for the downfall of Sir Gawain’s honor: 

She made trial of a man most faultless by far

Of all that ever walked over the wide earth.      (ll. 2362-3)

Sir Gawain himself accepts Green Knight’s explanation and then compares himself to other famous men associated with women in the history:



But if a dullard should dote, deem it no wonder,



And through the wiles of a woman be wooed into sorrow,

For so far was Adam by one, when the world began,

And Soloman by many more, and Samson the mighty—    (ll. 2414-7)

In this way, the two women, Bercilak’s wife and Morgan le Faye, are seen as aggressive but negative images in the poem.

B. The Guardian  

Virgin Mary is another important woman in the poem. The picture that Sir Gawain kept inside his shield is a symbol. It indicates the power of Faith is working through this image of woman.  Virgin Mary protects Sir Gawain from harm and guides him when he gets lost, suggesting a kind of power that is clearly different from Morgan’s Black Art.

II. Magic Power vs. Chivalry

A. Paganism

In the poem, women take aggressive positions to “attack” the male hero which suggests the reversal of traditional stands of male and female. Yet, the female protagonists do not surpass the males through their social position but some kind of magic power. Green Knight and the magical girdle, seemingly the magic different from Christianity, are the elements involved in pagan art, which is used to be against the hero. Thus, women become the only source of paganism and then their aggressive attitude, rather than promotion of women’s social position, indicates the alienation of women characters. 

B. Christianity 

Virgin Mary, though more positive “character” in the poem, does not possess personal qualities of “the real woman.” She becomes the representation of Christianity that makes her impersonal and merely the true religious power vs. the personal yet “evil” females: Bercilak’s wife and Morgan.  It can be regarded as a kind of alienation for women that Virgin Mary is shown through the symbol of religion, not as a person, but as the representation of Christianity.   

