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Gwalchmai, who pursued his quarry to the end of the wide world and back, could change at will to swan or wren, win furthur names, saunter in and out of the Other World, live forever on the lips of bards.

Peter Vansittart
from Parsifal

. . . Gawain, with his old curteisye,

Thought he were come ageyn out of Fairye . . .

Chaucer
from The Squire’s Tale
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Preface to the Second Edition

I was always drawn to Gawain’s passion and stubbornness—traits that I am all too aware of sharing. It was Gawain who was the first to leap up and demand the right to follow a new quest or adventure, in which he seldom failed. It was Gawain who undertook the terrible test of the Green Knight and showed his willingness to admit to human flaws. Finally, it was Gawain whose anguish at the loss of a beloved brother helped to bring down the Fellowship of the Round Table. It was this last event and the way in which Gawain was represented in later interpretations of the Arthurian legends that set me off on a personal quest, resulting in the book you now hold.

In the twelve years since this book first appeared, research has added nothing significant to the interpretation of Gawain archetype. The single exception being the fact—of which I was unaware at the time of writing—that Gawain features as the main character in a late Irish romance, “The Visit of the Grey Hammed Lady” (The Visit of Sgil Isgaide Lithe). In its oldest translation the hero’s name is translated as Galahad; in reality it should have been Gawain. This revealed a new source in which the Knight of the Goddess undergoes a series of adventures in the Otherworld that in every way supports the later interpretations of his character. I was able to make my own version of this tale in The Book of Arthur (Vega, 2002), and I refer those interested in the story to that book, which also contains versions of the other main Gawain romances.

My findings on the character and history of Gawain have not been challenged to any significant degree, and I am elated that the book has proved useful as a starting point for several generations of students working in the field of Arthurian studies. It is a great pleasure to welcome this new edition, which remains unchanged apart from a few minor corrections.

John Matthews


Foreword

Sir Gawain, nephew of the great King Arthur, figures in much of the extensive literature of the Arthurian legend. Although this body of material was written down long after the pagan era had ended, the tales preserve hints of the ancient story that celebrated the heroes and rituals of the pre-Christian ages. Anthropologists, folklorists, and archeologists working with the Celtic traditions have identified many gods and goddesses, but perhaps the most pervasive is the Goddess of the Land, sometimes called the ‘Sovereignty’, sometimes ‘The Great Mother’, and often represented as a triple figure. Although Gawain serves no person identified specifically as The Great Goddess’, he is involved with women of mysterious characteristics—Morgan (sometimes called a Goddess), Lady Bercilak, Dame Ragnell, even Guenivere. These ladies can be identified by name or by story motifs with Irish and Welsh pagan figures of an earlier time, as can Gawain himself. Behind these stories is a compelling feminine power dimly remembered in Western culture as ‘Mother Nature’, ‘The Mother Country’, ‘the Muse’, and even ‘Lady Luck’.

Beginning with the massive work of Sir James Frazer almost a century ago, scholars have tried to reconstruct the largely lost pagan cultures. Frazer, in The Golden Bough (1898), presents a pagan past based on the agricultural year with rituals for increasing the fertility of soil and flocks. His research on the sacral kingship and the battles between summer and winter have done much to increase our understanding of the relationship between the king and his land that appears in the Arthurian legend as the Wounded King and the Wasteland. Frazer does not deal as extensively with the feminine principles, although he does touch on the Corn Goddess in her two aspects of hag and bride, which he explains as a variation of the Demeter Persephone concept:

Judged by these analogies [the customs he has recorded] Demeter would be the ripe crop of this year; Persephone would be the seed-corn taken from it and sown in autumn, to reappear in spring. The descent of Persephone into the lower world would thus be a mythical expression for the sowing of the seed; her reappearance in the spring would signify the sprouting of the young corn. In this way the Persephone of one year becomes the Demeter of the next . . . (Theodore H. Gaster, ed., 1959, p. 422)

Although Frazer’s golden mistletoe bough may now be considered merely a green branch broken by a suppliant and much of his collection of folklore and ritual frowned upon as not collected with proper professional discipline, Frazer’s influence on twentieth century scholars and artists is immeasurable. Jessie Weston, T.S. Eliot and John Boorman, to name but a few, have touched on fertility, the king, and the wasteland.

C.G. Jung, perceiving that the patterns of the ancient mythology continue to recur in modern literature as well as in the dreams and hallucinations of his patients, proposes that these myths exist as archetypes in the unconscious, providing modern man with the patterns for coping with the great crises of human birth, puberty, and death. Jung identifies the feminine principle as the ‘anima’, dividing her into mirror aspects, the ‘Good Mother’, and the ‘Terrible Mother’. He explains that the creative principle of great art is in the evoking of the archetypes and that it is generated from the unconscious of the artist:

It makes no difference whether the artist knows that his work is generated, grows and matures within him, or whether he imagines that it is his own invention. In reality it grows out of him as a child its mother. The creative process has a feminine quality, and the creative work arises from unconscious depths—we might truly say from the realm of the Mothers. (‘Psychology and Literature’ (1950) in The Spirit in Man, Art, and Literature p. 103.)

Robert Graves, whose primary thesis in The White Goddess (1948) is not so much anthropology or psychology but poetry, presents a poet’s description of the Goddess as Muse:

The Goddess is a lovely, slender woman with a hooked nose, deathly pale face, lips red as rowan-berries, startlingly blue eyes and long fair hair; she will suddenly transform herself into sow, mare, bitch, vixen, she-ass, weasel, serpent, owl, she-wolf, tigress, mermaid or loathsome hag. Her names and titles are innumerable. In ghost stores she often figures as ‘The White Lady’, and in ancient religions, from the British Isles to the Caucasus, as the ‘White Goddess’. I cannot think of any true poet from Homer onwards who has not independently recorded his experience of her. The test of a poet’s vision is the accuracy of his portrayal of the White Goddess and of the island over which she rules. The reason why the hairs stand on end, the eyes water, the throat is constricted, the skin crawls and a shiver runs down the spine when one writes or reads a true poem is that a true poem is necessarily an invocation of the White Goddess, or Muse, the Mother of All Living, the ancient power of fright and lust—the female spider or the queen-bee whose embrace is death. (2nd ed., p. 24)

Joseph Campbell, in The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949), describing the adventure of life to which all are called, asserts the inevitability of meeting the Goddess:

Woman, in the picture language of mythology, represents the totality of what can be known. The hero is the one who comes to know. As he progresses in the slow initiation which is life, the form of the goddess undergoes for him a series of transfigurations: she can never be greater than himself, though she can always promise more than he is yet capable of comprehending. She lures, she guides, she bids him burst his fetters. And if he can match her import, the two, the knower and the known, will be released from every limitation. Woman is the guide to the sublime acme of sensuous adventure. By deficient eyes she is reduced to inferior states; by the evil eye of ignorance she is spellbound to banality and ugliness. But she is redeemed by the eyes of understanding. The hero who can take her as she is, without undue commotion but with the kindness and assurance she requires, is potentially the kind, the incarnate god, of her created world. (2nd. ed., Bollingen series, p. 116)

Miranda Green, in The Gods of the Celts (1986), adds to our visualization of the Great Goddess in a triple form through her richly illustrated archeological study:

The mother-goddess is perhaps the commonest type of Celtic divinity treated in this way [triplism] and the triadic form appears to have played an important role in her worship and cult-expression. The Three Mothers or Deae Matres, as they are frequently called in inscriptions, were known also as Matronae, especially in Cisalpine Gaul (North Italy) and lower Germany . . . The iconography of the Three Mothers gives us valuable information as to how they were looked upon by their devotees. The vast majority are seated side by side, fully draped. But within this framework, there are many variations, all of which stress the maternal, nourishing and fertility role of the goddesses. The commonest attributes are baskets of fruit, cornuacopiae, loaves, fish and children, (pp. 78-81)

Jaan Puhvel, in Comparative Mythology (1987), does not discuss the Celtic gods until he has covered chapters on the gods of India, Persia, Greece and Rome. Then following his account of various Roman attempts to explain the Celtic pantheon in terms of the Roman one, he describes the Celtic Goddess:

‘Minerva’, with the epithet Belisama, ‘Brightest’, is the cover term for a great goddess. Powerful female types stand out in Celtic mythical lore at both the divine and the saga levels. The transfunctional goddess has here come into her own. ‘Minerva’ had a temple with ‘eternal flame’ in the third-century C.E. Britain and is identifiable with the British Celtic theonym Brigantia, formally identical with the Sanskrit feminine adjective brbati ‘great, lofty’ and with the Irish Brigit, the later saint with her feast day of Imbolc (1 February) and her monastery with perpetual fire at Kildare, (Unlike the usual overlay, e.g., with the Virgin Mary superimposed on the sanctuary of Aphrodite at Cypriot Paphos, the Celtic deity was simply Christianized, name and all.) Triplicity or triunity is in evidence among the Celtic mythical females: Brigit herself had two synonymous ‘sisters’, there was the triad of Irish Machas, Gaul had the triple Matres or Matrae or Matronae, Just as the Greek three-by-three Muses did not perturb Homer’s Muse, the Matronae did not preclude a single great Matrona, embodied in a river (Matronae - Marne), whereas in Ireland the mother-goddess was the land itself . . . Matrona was the mother of the ‘Divine Son’, Maponos, matching Modron and her son Mabon in Welsh saga . . . (pp. 173-174)

Before these modern authorities from folklore, psychology, anthropology, and archeology are construed as presenting a tradition of the Goddess completely independent of the Arthurian legend, it must also be said that each of these authorities uses aspects of the Arthurian material to support their theories, Frazer cites the episode of Lancelot in the burning city from the High History of the Holy Grail as evidence of the representation of the sacral slaying of the king in legend (pp. 237-240). C.G. Jung’s wife and collaborator, Emma Jung, wrote The Grail Legend, illustrating the Jungian interpretation of the Arthurian material in a volume completed posthumously by Marie-Louise von Franz in 1960. Robert Graves makes extensive use of the early Arthurian poem ‘The Spoils of Annwm’ to support his answers to the Gwion’s riddles in Hanes Taliessen (pp. 97-112). Joseph Campbell illustrates his description of the Goddess quoted above with the Irish tale of how Niall gave a kiss to a hag in exchange for water, only to have her turn into a beautiful woman and declare herself the ‘Royal Rule of Ireland’, an analogue of the tales of Gawain and Dame Ragnall (pp. 116-118). Miranda Green acknowledges not only Irish but also Welsh sources, particularly the four branches of the Mabinogion and the Tale of Culhwch and Olwen (p. 16). Jaan Puhvel works primarily with the Irish sagas and the Mabinogion, but cites parallel episodes in the Arthurian material (p. 185). The possibility of a circularity of logic exists between contemporary studies of the mythology of pagan Celts and a study of pagan mythology in the Arthurian legend.

Yet if one goes back to texts of the twelfth century, the pagan qualities of the Arthurian material can be affirmed. Even if Nennius records that Arthur carried the Blessed Virgin’s image on his shoulders and Geoffrey of Monmouth tells of Arthur’s investiture by the Archbishop Dubricius, other writers writing in Latin are clear about the pagan aspect of the Arthurian material. Etienne de Rouen, writing Draco Normannicus for Henry II in 1169 or 1170, tells how the Bretons were hard pressed by Henry’s forces and called on King Arthur for his promised aid. Arthur, in turn, writes a letter to King Henry, threatening to return and save his people. Etienne does not hesitate to make Arthur a pagan. Arthur calls upon the triple Goddess by her classic names of the three fates: Clotho, Lachesis and Atropos. His very immortality is a state of suspended animation induced by the ministrations of his sister Morgana, a nymph He awaits the call of his people in the Antipodes. (It is interesting that the Latin term fata for the Three Fates apparently becomes singular, as in ‘Fata Morgana’, and passes into French as fée, ‘fairy’. This may be evidence of the simplification of grammar in process in medieval Latin, but the triplicity of the Celtic Goddess may also have had its influence on the ambiguity of the form.)

The author of Historia Meriadoci regis Cambrie ‘The Story of Meriadoc, King of Cambria’ (twelfth century), who also wrote De Ortu Waluuanii, ‘The Rise of Gawain’, states unequivocally that the Arthurian adventures took place in Britain in the pre-Christian era. He names the Goddess who controlled the destinies of men ‘Fortuna’. Fortuna also appears as the Goddess in Wigalois, The Knight of Fortune’s Wheel, in Diu Crône, and in a number of other Arthurian romances. The choice of Fortuna as the name of the Goddess by these early authors is particularly appropriate: Fortuna shares many of the attributes of Matrona or the Celtic Sovereignty. In the statue now in the Vatican, Fortuna holds a cornucopia in her left hand, a rudder in her right. The rudder is the gubernaculum, the steering mechanism that is the metaphor behind our term ‘government’. Her cornucopia, symbol for fertility, good harvest and plenty, is also a recurring motif in the depictions of the Three Mothers. It passes into Arthurian literature as an ivory horn and as the food-giving grail. Not only that, but since the highly respected Boethius, De Consolatione Philosophiae (524) had portrayed Fortuna as the handmaid of Philosophia and the agent of God’s will, she remained a proper subject for a Christian author.

But though her name is Fortuna, her attributes remain those of the Celtic Great Goddess. In Historia Meriadoci, her palace appears on a plain where no building had been seen before. She entertains her people with chess. She tells the hero Meriadoc that she has long awaited his coming. She féeds the hero at a feast more splendid than anything he has experienced before. She wants the hero to remain, but he breaks a taboo by asking questions and, terrified, flees the palace. Later, after many trials, she reappears as the Weeping Lady and provides the hero with a horse. The hero is then able to leave the Otherworld and return to the world of men. Many adventures later Meriadoc rescues the Emperor’s daughter from the King of the Land From Which No One Returns. A folklorist would recognize the episode as analogous to other tales of the Sovereigntv. making the Emoeror’s daughter another human manifestation of the Goddess. Fortuna favours Meriadoc, but he never realizes this. Instead he continues to defy what he sees as ‘misfortune’ with courage, following in this Latin romance the Roman code of behaviour. Although Fortuna dominates his story, Meriadoc never becomes the knight of the Goddess.

It is Gawain, with his Celtic code of honour, who becomes the champion of the Goddess, as John Matthews demonstrates. More of the Arthurian legend is accessible today in printed editions and translations than ever before. Matthews has taken this immense body of literature and, concentrating on the episodes in which Gawain appears, put together the recurring elements into a pattern of what must have been the core of the Gawain story. This core he then elucidates from what is known of the pre-Christian pantheon and culture. He restores our understanding of the character of Gawain to the premier hero and Grail-winner that he was before the innocent Perceval, the wise Bors, and the saintly Galahad pursued the quest, sweeping all other contenders behind them. Yet even though Gawain is portrayed in the later romances as a failure in the Christian quest and his character is degraded in comparison to Lancelot and Galahad, he remains in the Arthurian tradition one of Arthur’s foremost companions: a knight of gallantry, courtesy, and prowess—and a champion of women. That he was also, as Matthews demonstrates, the recognized champion of the Goddess—the feminine creative principle of the Sovereignty, the Great Mother, the Muse—will not surprise those of us who have studied his story.

Mildred Leake Day

Quondam et futurus

Gardendale, Alabama, USA

March, 1989


Introduction

Gawain was once the most important knight at Arthur’s court, a shining example of all that was best in the chivalry of the time; yet as the popularity of the Arthurian romances grew throughout the Middle Ages, so Gawain’s star waned, until by the time Sir Thomas Malory wrote his great book Le Morte d’Arthur in 1485, he had become little more than a stock character, noted more for his cavalier attitude to women than for his chivalry. How this transformation came about, and more importantly the reasons for it, are explored and charted in this book.

The answers are inextricably bound up with the question of Gawain’s real identity and of his allegiance to the great sovereign Goddess of Britain, facts which became steadily obscured with the passage of time. In showing how this came about we shall need to examine the evidence contained in the many stories where Gawain features as hero (or anti-hero) including Celtic hero-tales, elegant medieval romance, and the justly famed Middle English poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.

From this we shall endeavour to chart the course of Gawain’s rise and fall, of his great middle years when he outranked all other knights (including the latecomer Sir Lancelot du Lac) at Arthur’s court. And we shall show that he once attained the greatest heights to which an Arthurian hero could aspire—the achievement of the Grail, and how his service to all ladies once stood for service of another kind.

Finally we shall attempt to unravel the mystery of Gawain’s original role in the great mythic cycle of Camelot, thus restoring him to his once unchallenged position as the foremost of the Round Table knights.

Considering this importance it is surprising that comparatively little has been written about Gawain, despite the fact that, ‘apart from Arthur himself, the two ubiquitous characters are Arthur’s nephew, Gawain, and Kay the seneschal’.112 These two are with Arthur from the start. As Gwalchmai (the Hawk of May) and Kai, they are among the foremost warriors of the Arthurian court in the earliest surviving versions of the mythos.121

Later, during the heyday of Arthurian literature, Gawain occupied more space and has more adventures attributed to him, than any other knight. Even Perceval, who as a successful quest knight in search of the Grail features in numerous texts, is secondary to Gawain in the number of appearances he makes.

A number of commentators have drawn attention to the way in which Gawain’s character undergoes such a significant change throughout his literary career. It is a far cry from the description found in the early Welsh tale of Culhwch and Olwen, where it is said of him that,

he never came home without the Quest he had gone to seek. He was the best of walkers and the best of riders He was Arthur’s nephew, his sister’s son, and his first companion.31

to the account, in Le Morte d’Arthur, of his part in the murder of King Pellinore (or for that matter of his slaying of an innocent woman in the early pages of the same text).

Scholars such as J.D. Bruce,77 Jessie Weston,152 R.S. Loomis, J.B. Whiting154 and Raymond Thompson147 have all drawn attention to this curious state of affairs; however, with the exception of Miss Weston, none have so far come up with a satisfactory reason, being content to assume that the appearance of Lancelot, as the representative of fashionable Courtly Love, ousted Gawain from his premier position. In reality it was another rivalry, more fundamental than literary fashion, which was responsible for Gawain’s downfall. The present author hopes to show that it was in fact Gawain’s original role as Champion of the Goddess which lies at the heart of the mystery. Her own history precludes that of her knight, for as Christianity became the dominating force in the land, so belief in the ancient goddesses changed, faded and finally went into hiding. They became, rather than figures of worship and adoration, objects of vilification and symbols of evil.

All of this makes it very difficult to say with any degree of certainty just what the Celts themselves understood by the term Goddess, or what, for that matter, it meant to certain other people in the Middle Ages. Celtic religious beliefs are still little understood, though we do know that they worshipped deities of wood and water, sky and sea—indeed that each of the elements was of prime importance to them. So that when they spoke of goddesses they were probably thinking of what we would call an abstract principle, represented in the form of a woman.

The best example of this is the Goddess of Sovereignty, with whom Gawain, as we shall see, had a particular relationship. For the Celts, particularly the Irish, the concept of sovereignty, as of kingship, was of a unique kind of link with the earth itself. Thus the king was believed literally to mate with the Goddess of the Land—the otherworldly representative of the particular area over which he reigned. Without the sanction of sovereignty thus gained he could not rule wisely or honestly, or ensure that the kingdom remained strong and virile. This is all part and parcel of a much older idea concerning the sacredness of the land itself—which perhaps in some distant foretime gave birth to the people who walked upon it—hence the concept of Mother Earth.

By the period of the Middle Ages much of this had been forgotten—or at least reassimilated, The fact remains that it takes many hundreds of generations for a new set of religious beliefs to supersede an earlier strata and while the process is taking place a situation exists in which the shadowy forms of earlier traditions mingle with those of the new.

This is the situation which existed during most of the time the Gawain romances were being composed and reactions to it came in two distinct forms. There were those who took the stories that came to them, mostly from wandering singers and story-tellers, and who simply turned them into medieval romances by dressing them in the fashions of the time. And there were those who saw these same stories as an opportunity to put forward the tenets of Christianity in a unique form and who recognized the ‘pagan’ origins of much of what they saw. It is to these writers that we owe the degraded view of Gawain, who saw in him a champion of the old ways and sought to discredit him in the eyes of the world.

In considering this view we must not allow ourselves to forget that the subject of belief, of faith and theological teaching, was much more to the fore in educated society than it is today Although it was among the so-called ‘ordinary’ people that the stories that went into the making of the Matter of Britain originated, in the process of becoming literary creations they underwent a considerable degree of change and adaptation, to suit both the era and the audience.

Thus, since the majority of that audience was made up of knightly or noble classes, who loved to hear about chivalrous adventure above everything, so the epics of the Middle Ages concerned themselves with battles and tournaments and single combats. And when later on the concept of Courtly Love appeared on the scene, so that element also was tossed into the melting pot to add its flavour to the already heady brew.

The final element was the religious one evidenced by the sudden outbreak of interest in the Grail story, which until the beginning of the twelfth century had existed as part of an obscure collection of Celtic tales and Christian apocrypha, but which by the end of the fourteenth century had become one of the most important, most widely written about themes of the time.

Gawain, as the Champion of the Goddess, underwent a form of character erosion similar to that of the Goddess herself—though in his case it was more subtle, hence the frequent failure of earlier writers to perceive the truth. Yet there is, as we shall see, a significant body of evidence connecting Gawain with the Goddess and showing not only his original role as her champion, but the stages by which he became demoted to the kind of Victorian rake pictured by Tennyson in the nineteenth century. It has been argued that Gawain was ousted from his position of supremacy by the new code of Courtly Love77 which preferred the illicit passions of Lancelot and Tristan to the more casual amours of Gawain. Certainly Gawain was no courtly lover, despite his famed courtesy; indeed, it is more than likely that finding him intractable material in the new literary genre, the medieval authors simply sought elsewhere for their heroes and that Gawain’s career suffered as a result. Yet it is curious, not to say ironic, that his reputation remained primarily that of a lover.

As Jessie Weston remarked as long ago as 1898 in her book The Legend of Sir Gawain:

It ought not to be impossible to single out from among the various versions of Gawain’s adventures certain features which, by their frequent recurrence in the romances devoted to him, and their analogy to ancient Celtic tradition, seem as if they might with probability be regarded as forming part of his original story. It is scarcely to be hoped that we can ever construct a coherent account on which we may lay our finger and say ‘This, and no other, was the original Gawain story’; but we may, I think, be able to specify certain incidents, saying, ‘This belongs to Gawain and to no other of King Arthur’s knights. That adventure is a necessary and integral part of his story.’

It is in belief that this is the case that the present writer has undertaken this study, for although it has become customary to criticize Miss Weston for her flights of fancy, in this instance (as in others) she was close to the truth. While this current investigation frequently diverges from her own, it is very much to the spirit of Miss Weston’s pioneering study that the present work is dedicated.

Another writer, in more recent times, dedicated his study of Gawain to ‘bringing him out of Fairyland into the world of real men and their affairs.’112 On consideration it is the opinion of the present writer that there is no evidence to suggest that Gawain ever had anything to do with the real world, except in as far as it affected his role in the Matter of Britain. He seems to have been born in ‘Fairyland’, lived most of his life within its confines, only to have emerged long enough to die. Otherwise his whole character, deeds and behaviour mark him out as an otherworld figure, more properly described as a ‘Green Knight’ than his actual adversary of that name. Gawain was indeed, as I shall hope to show, the Green Knight at Camelot, the representative of the Goddess-upon-Earth—Sovereignty’s Champion, the Son of the Mother.


Chapter 1.

The British Cuchulainn

MODENA: ON THE ROAD TO THE GREEN CHAPEL

Our search for the truth about Gawain begins far from Britain, in the medieval city of Modena, in northern Italy There, above the north-facing porch of the cathedral, known as the Porta della Pescheria, instead of the usual angels, saints or Old Testament prophets, we find a surprisingly secular scene sculpted on the archivault.

In the centre is a moated castle with twin towers, in which are two people, a man and a woman, Mardoc and Winlogee. From the left three mounted knights, Artus de Bretania, Isdernus and an unnamed man, charge with lowered lances, to be met by a huge churl wielding a kind of pickaxe called a baston cornu. To the right a battle is taking place between two mounted knights, Carrado and Galvagin, while two more knights, Galvarium and Che, spears at rest, gallop up from behind.104

Much debate has raged over the precise dating and subject matter of this sculpture, but most scholars now accept, from evidence furnished by details of armour and the architecture of the castle, that it was executed some time between 1090 and 1120. There is little doubt, either, that the main characters in the piece, whose names appear in what seems to be Breton, are in fact more familiar to us as Guinevere (Winlogee), Melwas or possibly Mordred (Mardoc), Arthur (Artus de Bretania), Yder (Isdernus), Caradoc (Carrados), Gawain (Galvagin), and Kay (Che). Only the names Galvarium and Bermaltus have no exact equivalents in Arthurian legend; although, as we shall see, the characters they represent are well known therein.108

The story told in this enigmatic tableau has been reconstructed several times, the most likely (with certain reservations, which will appear later) to date being that of Roger Sherman Loomis in 1927. The story as he gives it is as follows:

Winlogee, Arthur’s queen, escorted only by the unarmed knight Isdern, has gone out to a meadow. Suddenly there gallops out, from a wood near by, a giant knight, Carrado, who swings her from her palfrey to his horse . . . Carrado rides away with the Queen. Isdern goes back and gives the alarm . . . and starts in pursuit. There set out after him . . . Galvarium, Galvarin, Artus and Che. At length they arrive before a castle, surrounded by a marsh and approached by two opposite barbicans. Before one of them stands a huge ruffian, swinging a baston cornu, whose name is Burmalt. At the other entrance, Galvagin, Galvarium and Che are met by the giant Carrado. Probably Che and Galvarium are overthrown. Galvagin, however, encounters Carrado and pursues him into the castle. When Galvagin breaks his sword, a damsel whom Carrado has abducted places Carrado’s own sword, with which alone he could be killed, within Galvagin’ s reach, and with this Galvagin dispatches him. The hero then proceeds . . . finds at last Winlogee with Mardoc, who has long loved her and to whom Carrado has delivered her. What is the fate of Mardoc is uncertain, but probably he throws himself on the Queen’s mercy and is pardoned. Galvagin then brings her back to her husband.104

The central theme of this story, and one which we shall meet again throughout this book, is that of the rape and subsequent rescue of the Flower Bride, an aspect of the otherworldly queen or Goddess with whom Gawain is seen to be consistently connected.

What interests us particularly about the version of the story given here, which is reconstructed from several texts, is the role of Gawain as the rescuer of Guinevere, a task normally reserved for Lancelot; and the fact that it probably marks the earliest recorded appearance of the name Gawain (Galvagin) anywhere. Before this time, though we may assume that stories featuring the hero were in circulation, we have no definite evidence to support the claim. Though there is, as we shall see, plentiful indication of a much earlier Gawain figure.

The story depicted on the Modena archivault is familiar from more than one major Arthurian source. In Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur32 Guinevere is abducted by Meleagraunce and rescued by Lancelot; in the medieval Latin Life of St Gildas59 Melwas, Lord of the Summer Country, is the abductor and Arthur himself the putative rescuer, aided by the Saint, who brings about a peaceful settlement. In three other texts, Iwein by Hartmann von Aue, the Diu Crône (The Crown) of Heinrich von dem Turlin,22 and the Livre d’Artus,60 Gawain is named as the hero, though the identity of the abductor varies in each case.

Other characters in what we may for convenience call the Modena version, appear in a variety of roles. In the thirteenth-century poem Durmart le Gallois45 the hero rescues Guinevere from the castle of an aggressor, aided by Yder (Isdernus). Durmart himself is probably the same name as Bermalt, though in this case he is an attacker rather than a defender. While the full significance of this story will be discussed later (see pp. 47-52) we should note that in four out of the eight texts mentioned above Gawain is the hero, while in the Vulgate Lancelot60 he is himself rescued, and that he is depicted in the Modena version, together with a giant, axe-bearing churl—the first of many such encounters that we shall meet.

The further importance of the Modena carvings lies in the evidence they offer both for the importance of the Arthurian mythos at a time substantially before any of the great romances had appeared, and for the presence of such stories far afield from their place of origin in Celtic Britain. This is not the place to go into the complex matter of transmission, by which the stories of Arthur and his knights were disseminated across the Western world. However it is important to grasp certain salient points.

The stories were almost certainly carried across the English Channel to Brittany by wandering bards and story-tellers at various times after the general exodus which followed upon the Saxon Wars of the fifth-sixth centuries—not long, in fact, after the disappearance of Arthur himself. Once there they were carried deeper into Europe, where they became cross-fertilized with native tales, finally returning to Britain with the Normans.

Often the tales were changed so much that even those who knew the original versions would have been hard put to identify them. Isolated episodes were taken up, transformed, applied to other people, so that a single story could reappear in as many as a dozen new forms, embedded in much larger tales, and often attributed to a completely different set of characters.

We will observe this happening throughout Gawain’s literary and mythical career. It is one of the main reasons why his true story has remained obscured for so long, and it reflects the changes which took place in the medieval world during the heyday of Arthurian romance.

But it was long before this that the story really began, in the richly peopled and magical realm of Celtic myth and legend. Although many of the texts to be considered here were not written down until after the carving of the Modena archivault, the material they contain dates from much earlier, It is here that we first learn of Gawain.

The Trioedd Ynys Prydein (Triads of Britain)56 although not collected until the twelfth century, remain one of the most reliable sources for the lost Celtic hero sagas. We find, altogether, eight mentions of Gawain there, under the Welsh version of his name, Gwalchmai, which may be translated as The Hawk of May—though the name itself, as we shall see, has caused problems of its own.

In Triad 4, ‘Gwalchmai son of Gwyar’ is described as one of the ‘three well-endowed men of the Island of Britain’. Triad 75 names him one of the ‘Three men of the Island of Britain who were most courteous to guests and strangers’; and Triad 91 as the first among the ‘Three Fearless Men of the Island of Britain’. Triads 42 and 46a further mention his horse Meingalet (translated as ‘Slender-Hard’ by Rachel Bromwich) or Keincaled (translated as ‘White and Hardy’ by R.S. Loomis).

To this may be added one further reference. The late medieval work known as The Twenty-Four Knights of Arthur’s Court36 refers to the ‘three Golden-Tongued Knights [who] were in Arthur’s Court: Gwalchmai son of Llew son of Cynfarch . . . [etc.] . . . and there was neither king nor lord to whom these came who did not listen to them; and whatever quest they sought, they wished for and obtained it, either willingly or unwillingly’ (Trans. Bromwich).

These may well be the earliest surviving references to Gawain we possess, for though we must not forget that they are of medieval origin, there is little doubt that they derived from much earlier sources. We may note, also, that the references to Gwalchmai already possess a certain unity and that they clearly refer to one person, rather than several. Gwalchmai is rich (well-endowed), courteous, fearless, and possessed of a golden tongue—all attributes which we may see reflected in the later romances.

The theme of Gwalchmai’s ability as a conciliator is taken up again in three of the major Arthurian stories contained in the Mabinogion.31 In ‘The Lady of the Fountain’ he is clearly shown to be Arthur’s confidant, walking with him and advising him as to the best course of action to take over a missing knight. In ‘Geraint and Enid’, he acts as an intermediary between Arthur and Geraint, when the latter is wounded and unwilling to appear before the king. Finally, in ‘Peredur’, he awakens the hero from a trance into which he had fallen and during which he had absent-mindedly unhorsed two other knights who had approached him.

In each of these tales, which we shall examine in more detail later, we see Gwalchmai acting in a noble, as well as a heroic, manner. He is a respected courtier whose ability to smooth the path between contending factions is widely recognized.

The reference in the Twenty-Four Knights to Gwalchmai’s ancestry are of particular importance since they lead us directly into the genealogical tangle surrounding Gawain’s original identity. We note here that he is the son of Llew ap Cynfarch, a figure who has been identified with Loth or Lot of Lothian and Orkney, a major figure in the Arthurian romances. He it was who, according to these later stories, married Arthur’s half-sister, sometimes called Morgause, sometimes Anna, thus establishing Gawain as Arthur’s nephew, an important relationship as we shall see.

The fact that Lot is known chiefly in the later French texts has led some scholars to the belief that the reference to him in Twenty-Four Knights is also late, and was influenced by the continental stories. In much the same way, the name Gwalchmai has been put forward as an attempt, by a Welsh story-teller, to Anglicize the French name Gauvain. However, there seems to be no real justification for this other than a desire to claim French origin for all the Matter of Britain. Sufficient references exist in The Mabinogion,31 The Stanzas of the Craves,56 and the Ystoria Trystan,85 as well as The Triads, to indicate the presence of an established Gawain tradition. And as we shall see, there are further reasons for choosing to see the name Gauvain as deriving from another direction altogether.
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THE THREE SONS OF LUGH: GAWAIN, CUCHULAINN AND GWRI

The great Celtic scholar Sir John Rhys first advanced the theory that Gawain was to be identified with the Irish hero Cuchulainn and that both were solar heroes.135, 134 He based this in part on certain points of similarity between their careers, and from the fact that both had a specific quality—their strength waxed and waned with the rising and setting of the sun, being at its height at midday. This has been a popular theory with critics of the Arthurian legend, and R.S. Loomis in particular made much of it in his brilliant early book Celtic Myth and Arthurian Romance104 and in various articles which followed it. In all of these he found further evidence to support the identification and in so doing added considerably to our understanding of Gawain,

Loomis’ argument may be summarized thus.

1. Gwair, a rather mysterious figure whose name appears several times in the Mabinogion and elsewhere,114 is the son of the Welsh hero Llwch Lleminawc.

2. Cuchulainn is the son (or possibly the reincarnation) of the Irish god Lugh Loinnbheimionach.

3. Gwalchmai is the son of Llew ap Cynfarch (Lot or Loth in the later romances).

4. Numerous incidents from Gawain’s career coincide with those in the life of Cuchulainn, and also with those of Gwair under the names Gwri and Goreu.

5. The name of Gawain’s son in the romances, Guinglainn, sounds like an attempt to Anglicize the name Cuchulainn.

6. Two names which appear in the warrior list in Culhwch and Olwen, Gwri Gwallt-Avwyn and Gwri Gwallt-Euryn, transpose easily into the names of Galvagin and Galvarium, as found on the Modena archivault.

7. The epithets attached to the name Gwri both mean Golden Haired.

8. Cuchulainn had a halo of golden hair.

9. Both Cuchulainn and Gwri are precocious at birth and are put out to fosterage.

10. Both are connected with the birth of a foal which is to provide them with a steed in later life.

11. Another rebirth of Lugh is as the huge and heroic warrior Curoi mac Daire, who plays the Beheading Game (see pp. 65-7) with Cuchulainn in the same way that an identical figure, Bercilak, who will be discussed in Chapter 3, plays it with Gawain. To this we must add,

12. Both Curoi and Bercilak can be identified as playing similar roles to that of Bermaltus in the Modena version.

We are looking then, at an overlay between the careers of Gawain and three different heroes: Cuchulainn, Gwri Gwallt-Euryn and Curoi mac Daire. We must now look at all three in more detail to see how they enlarge our understanding of Gawain’s original role.

Cuchulainn perhaps needs least by way of introduction. He is the premier hero of Ancient Ireland and one of the most extraordinary figures in Celtic myth. His mother, Dechtire, was spirited away to the Otherworld on the evening of her wedding to Sualtaim mac Roth and while there the god Lugh fathered Cuchulainn upon her (or was reincarnated through the birth according to a more primitive version of the story). The child was named Setanta bee, the Little One, but received the name Cu Chulainn (The Hound of Cullan) when he killed the giant dog of Culann the Smith and promised to act as watch-dog until another animal could be trained.
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