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Preface

The stories of Arthur and the Grail are products not only of

their time and place – Britain and continental Europe in the

Middle Ages – but also of the thousands of years of

tradition that led up to them. Romance literature did not

suddenly appear from nowhere. Nor is it uniformly

Romance in the linguistic sense, as several important stories

conventionally styled ‘romances’ were written in Germanic

languages. Medieval Arthurian romances incorporate

elements of Christianity, Celtic and Germanic pagan

tradition, the myths and legends of pre-Christian Rome, and

ideas absorbed or derived from the Islamic world, ancient

Greece, and the eastern fringes of Europe. And those

traditions evolved from the myths, religions and stories of

even older cultures.

For the most part Arthurian studies continue to be the

province of Celticists and Romance scholars. That’s fair

enough, in that the stories were mostly written in or retold

from Old French, and the names of Arthur and many other

characters were taken from Welsh sources. However, with
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the notable exception of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of

the Kings of Britain, the chief ‘Celtic’ sources for Arthurian

legend are either roughly contemporary with or more recent

than the bulk of Arthurian romance. Whether there was a

substantial earlier body of Arthurian literature written in

medieval Welsh, or even Irish, is a matter of conjecture.

Furthermore, there is much in the ‘Matter of Britain’ that

seems foreign to both medieval Christendom and what we

know of British Celtic myth, and which can only be

understood by looking outside the Romances and early

Welsh literature. Some of that extraneous material is

undoubtedly the product of the authors’ imagination – but

even the greatest imagination needs something to work

with.

In these explorations I employ a methodology of a

kind that is not used often enough in the analysis of

Arthurian legend. It is largely derived – but not exclusively

so – from the more conventional approach of modern

comparative studies in Indo-European mythology as

initiated and shaped by Georges Dumézil – whose

trifunctional model has proven to be an invaluable

analytical tool – but more particularly from Bruce Lincoln’s

application of aspects of that approach to cosmological and

morphological themes, in which the structures of archaic

Indo-European belief are analysed in terms of homologue

and analogue, correspondences which dictate the nature and

perception of relationships within the mythological system

– the very factors that appear to have determined the

trifunctional structure in the first place. While this may be

unfamiliar to many Arthurian scholars and enthusiasts, it

has the significant advantage of allowing us to view the
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immediate sources of the tradition within a framework that

approximates the world-view of archaic belief, of which the

Celtic and Germanic traditions are a part. Not only does

this facilitate a more meaningful examination of the

relationship of the myths to the romances, it also provides a

philosophical basis for understanding the readiness with

which pagan mythological elements were absorbed into the

mainstream of popular medieval Christianity. The

underlying concepts belong to the oldest levels of the Indo-

European and other mythic and cosmological traditions, as

the wide temporal and geographical distribution of the

relevant primary sources indicates. Thus, it is possible to

view the myths within their original framework, and to

understand them on their own terms. At the same time, it

becomes easier to discuss them from historical or

anthropological perspectives without compromising either a

modern theoretical approach or the integrity of the archaic

world-view.

I should make it clear that these pieces are explorations.

When I wrote them I didn’t set out to ‘prove’ anything, and

in a way they are simply conversations with myself that I

thought might be of interest to others. Any conclusions

drawn here are necessarily tentative, perhaps illusory. That

is the nature of the Arthurian beast. We know very little of

the medieval authors who wrote the romances, even less of

Arthur himself (if such a person ever existed), and almost

nothing of how the romances were assembled, beyond the

fact that almost every subsequent author relied to some

extent on the works of Geoffrey of Monmouth and

Chrétien de Troyes, who in turn evidently drew from older

sources – some of which are known or can be reasonably
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inferred, though most remain conjectural.

The focus here is on ancient cosmology – archaic or

traditional perceptions of how the world, nature and society

are ordered; and how those perceptions, as I in turn

perceive them, are expressed in the Grail stories, which

seem to me to be expressly concerned with cosmological

themes, many of which are alien to Christian belief and only

fragmentary in earlier Irish and Welsh literature. So I have

ranged widely, from Ireland to Siberia, Iceland to Egypt,

following those themes to see where they might have come

from and how it all fits together.

This volume collects three interrelated Arthurian

studies originally published as booklets by Heart of Albion

Press in 1992 and 1993; and one contribution to Pendragon,

the journal of the sadly now-defunct Pendragon Society,

from 1997. The texts are unaltered, so there is some

unavoidable repetition. I have corrected some typing errors,

reformatted where necessary, and merged the

bibliographies. I have omitted the prefaces, though some

passages are adapted here.

Thanks to Bob Trubshaw of Heart of Albion Press for

permission to reproduce the texts of A Splendid Pillar, The

Bleeding Lance and The Questing Beast. Illustrations in the

original publications are not reproduced here. However, I

remain grateful to the illustrators – Jim Kimmis, Simon

Rouse and David Taylor – for their excellent work on those

booklets.

Alby Stone

Walworth, London

November 2020



A Splendid Pillar
Images of the axis mundi in the Grail

Romances

Introduction

The pre-Christian mythology of Celtic Britain has exerted a

significant and widely-acknowledged influence upon the

form and content of the medieval Arthurian romances, all

of which feature a great number of themes, motifs, and

characters from the pagan tradition. In most cases, these are

altered to suit the contemporary audience, or to fit in with

medieval Christian traditions and values. The best example

of this phenomenon is the Holy Grail itself, which can be

traced back to the divine or magical vessels of Celtic myth:

the cauldron in Branwen Daughter of Llyr, which could

resurrect the dead; the drinking-horn of Bran Galed,

‘whatever drink might be wished for was in it’1; the

cauldron of Dyrnwch Gawr, which would not boil meat for

a coward; the golden cup borne by the goddess who
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personifies Sovereignty in Irish tradition; the capacious

cauldron of the Dagda; and so on.

Yet, less than three decades after the Grail made its

first appearance in literature (in the Perceval of Chrétien de

Troyes, probably written between 1181 and 1185), it had

become transformed into a potent and inspirational symbol

of Christianity, identified with the cup used by Joseph of

Arimathea to collect the blood of Christ at the Crucifixion,

associated with the Eucharist, and imagined as a touchstone

of Christian faith and virtue.

Even so, the Grail has retained all its heathen

properties, more or less intact: according to the various

romances, it sustains the life of the wounded Fisher King or

his analogue; it miraculously provides abundant and

appropriate food and drink for its guests; it tests the

credentials of the questing knight; and it is both an emblem

and a bestower of kingship. Equivalent vessels, and objects

with similar attributes, are found in other Indo-European

and related mythologies, very often in tandem with, or

thematically linked to, images of the axis mundi, the cosmic

centre.

The manner in which the properties of the magical

vessel have survived the process of Christianisation is in

itself an eloquent testimony to the inherent power of the

associated symbolism. This applies particularly to those

aspects which derive from archaic traditions pertaining to

the cosmic centre, and their reflexes in later myth and ritual;

traditions that permeate the Grail romances, as this study –

it is to be hoped – will demonstrate.
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The axis mundi

The axis mundi is a predominant feature of most traditional

cosmological systems. It is usually conceptualised as the

central point of the earth’s surface, the point where the

earth is joined to the sky and to the underworld. It is

frequently thought of as being, or is marked by, an actual

object, the most common examples being those of tree,

pillar, and mountain – in which forms it is said to be the

thing that holds up the sky. As the connecting structure, the

axis mundi is the place where it is possible to gain

admittance to or communicate with the otherworlds, the

realms of the gods or the spirits of the dead, a notion that is

of particular importance in shamanistic traditions.

Moreover, it is very frequently believed to be the place of

creation, where the world began, or where humankind was

created. As such, it is also a source of fertility and

abundance, of riches and wealth, and of life; a place where

the priest, shaman, or diviner can invoke and manipulate

the fabric of the cosmos itself – at Delphi, for instance, site

of the most prestigious oracle of ancient Greece, where the

omphalos marked the ‘navel’ of the world.

This central point is both actual (in the sense that it

has physical, if strictly erroneous, locations) and symbolic:

supposedly, it is at the exact centre of the earth; but it is

located simultaneously in a mythical space, and represented

locally by an appropriate sacred object or structure, that is

identified with the mythical centre and endowed with the

same qualities and attributes. Physically, the axis is

contained within the local representation: temples and other

religious structures or sacred precincts are, generally

speaking, models of the cosmos itself, and each contains a
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representation of the axis mundi; and in certain instances,

the same can also be said of secular and domestic buildings.

Thus, the representation of the axis mundi may not be at the

true centre of the earth, or of a particular land, but it is

ritually perceived as such, and treated accordingly.

However, the cosmic centre is not a solely

terrestrial construct. As well as the notional centre of the

earth, there is a perceived celestial axis. In the northern

hemisphere, this is observed to be located in the far north,

at the Pole. This is the point about which the northern sky

revolves, normally identified with the Pole Star, which is

thus sometimes characterised as the ‘nail’ or ‘axle’ of the

heavens. There is an important distinction here: the central

point of the sky is fixed and observable, but the centre of

the terrestrial disc is located at any appropriate place – that

is, at any site naturally possessing or artificially endowed

with the correct numinosity. Myths appropriate to the

nature of the celestial centre generally involve mills, fire-

drills, or churning, straightforward symbols of the sky

revolving about a central point, rather than the immobility

that would naturally be associated with the cosmic

mountain or tree.

And yet, the two types of centre are homologous:

the axis mundi joins earth and sky, and the two centres have

the same basic function and identical attributes; therefore

they are traditionally recognised as being one and the same.

With regard to ancient traditions, it is not simply a case of

extending the celestial pole downward, or the terrestrial

centre upward, so that the two form a single axis: the

identification is made by homology, based upon the

similarity of their functions.
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Medieval European maps of the world, such as the

Hereford Mappa Mundi, do not show the northern pole as

the centre of the terrestrial disc, but Jerusalem, in

accordance with medieval geographical knowledge and the

contemporary Christian worldview. The picture is slightly

different for the nomadic peoples of the far north of

Europe and Asia, whose cosmic pillars, mountains, and

nails are very frequently identified with the Pole Star, and

may well reflect the historical circumstances of their lifestyle

and circumpolar environment. It is, of course, entirely

possible that the earliest Indo-Europeans shared that world-

view, and that many traces have remained and helped to

form the surviving Indo-European cosmologies and their

precursors.

In the medieval Grail romances, images of the axis

mundi generally occur in two contexts: at the Grail Castle,

and in adventures experienced on the way to the castle,

adventures that either prefigure or parallel events at the

court of the Fisher King, or are instrumental in guiding or

aiding the hero in his quest. There are a number of these

images: the mountain is probably the least significant,

usually occurring in conjunction with another version of the

axis, literally in a supporting rôle, although the Grail Castle

in Parzival is called Munsalvaesche – the ‘Wild Mountain’,

one indication that the castle itself is supposed to be located

at the centre of the world. Trees are more numerous, and

generally more significant. Crossroads also occur with some

frequency, but rarely with any great import, and often in

connection with another significant image. Overall, the

most important image is that of the pillar.
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The pillar in the Grail romances

The pillar is featured prominently in some of the more

important romances. In Perlesvaus (probably written in the

first decade of the thirteenth century), a rather ornate

version is encountered by Gawain as he travels to the Grail

Castle:

He passed into the most ghastly forest in the world, but just on the

hour of midday he came across a fountain set about with marble;

shaded by the forest it was, as if by a bower, and rich pillars of marble

stood all around inlaid with bands of gold and precious stones, and

from the central pillar hung a vessel of gold on a silver chain. And in

the middle of the fountain stood a statue so finely sculpted that it

seemed alive. The moment that Sir Gawain appeared before the

fountain, the statue plunged into the water and vanished. Gawain

dismounted, but just as he went to take hold of the golden vessel a voice

cried out:

‘You are not the good knight who is served from the vessel and

cured by it.’

Sir Gawain drew back and saw a priest come up to the spring: a

young man he was, dressed in white robes, with his arm in a sling, and

he was holding a square golden vessel. He walked up to the vessel

which hung from the marble pillar and looked inside; then he rinsed

the vessel he was holding and poured what he found in the other into

his own. Just then three maidens of the most fabulous beauty appeared,

all draped in white robes with white drapes to cover their heads; one of

them carried bread in a vessel of gold, another brought wine in a vessel

of ivory, and the third bore meat in a vessel of silver. They came up to

the golden vessel which hung from the pillar and in it they placed their

offerings. And after sitting awhile at the foot of the pillar they began to

walk back, but as they went, it seemed to Sir Gawain that there was

but one of them, and he wondered at this miracle.2
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Later in the same romance, when Gawain arrives at

the Grail Castle, he is led to the Fisher King’s chamber,

where he finds the ailing king lying upon a richly-decorated

bed.

And there in the room stood a pillar of copper, and on it an angel sat,

holding a golden cross on which there was a piece of the real cross where

God was crucified, as big as the cross of gold itself, and this the worthy

king worshipped; and in four golden candlesticks stood four tall

candles which burned throughout the hours when light was needed.3

The Second Continuation (written around 1190-

1200) of Chrétien de Troyes’ Perceval tells how the

eponymous hero, trying to find the Grail Castle for the

second time, comes to Mont Dolerous. He sees a great

pillar that has been erected at the summit, surrounded by

fifteen great crosses:

He gazed at the pillar and its magnificent workmanship: it was made

and overlaid with copper, and polished, I believe, from head to foot;

and it was as high as a cross-bow bolt could fly. It was surrounded by

fifteen crosses, all at least sixty feet in height… Five of the fifteen

crosses were red, and five were whiter than snow on a branch, and the

rest, for sure, were a beautiful shade of blue; and all the colours were

natural. And they were made of solid stone to last forever. Perceval

gazed long and hard at these beautiful crosses, and then looked long at

the pillar, golden and tall and beautiful, and saw a ring attached to it.

I don’t know if it was gold or silver, but it was worth a tower full of

treasure. Around it was written in letters of fine silver – and in Latin,

not a word of any other language – that no knight should dare to

tether his horse to the pillar unless he was the equal of the finest knight

in all the world. 4

When Perceval has tethered his horse to the pillar,
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a girl appears, riding a white mule. She tells him that the

pillar and crosses were set up by Merlin – who is her father

– for the purpose of discovering the best knight in the

world. When Perceval tells her that he is trying to get to the

court of the Fisher King, she tells him which path he

should take.

A rather striking pillar is beautifully described in

Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival. When Gawain, after

several adventures, is at the enchanted castle of the wizard

Clinschor, he comes across a strange tower:

At one side of the Palace a spiral staircase, vaulted and moderately

broad, ascended through the whole height of the Palace and beyond. It

carried a splendid Pillar not made of rotten wood but strong and

burnished and so tall that Lady Camilla’s sarcophagus might fittingly

have rested upon it. Clinschor had brought this towering masterpiece

from Feirifiz’s lands. It was as round as a tent. The skill that went to

make it would have surpassed the understanding of Master

Geometras, had he set his hand to it; for it was contrived with subtle

arts. The windows were adorned with diamond and amethyst, topaz

and garnet, chrysolite and ruby, emerald and sardine – the tale would

have us know – and they were as high as they were broad, while,

overhead, the ceiling was in the same style as the window-columns. Yet

there was not one column among these that could compare with the

great Pillar in their midst. Its wondrous nature is told by the story.

Alone as he was, Gawan mounted this watch-tower with all its costly

gems in order to survey the scene and discovered such great marvels as

he never wearied of gazing at. It seemed to him as though each land

was revealed to him in the great Pillar, that they were whirling round

and the huge mountains clashing with one another. 5
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The axis mundi as pillar

It is interesting that the pillars featured in the Grail

romances are often metallic, as the axis mundi is represented

by a metal pillar in a number of traditions. In Siberian and

Central Asian legends, the cosmic pillar is often said to be

made of gold (among the Mongols and Kalmyk) or iron

(according to the Kirgiz, Buryat, and Bashkir). In one

Buryat legend, the stars are imagined to be horses, but the

Pole Star – also seen as the world-pillar – is a stake to which

they are tethered, like the pillar atop Mont Dolerous.

Otherwise, the world-pillar is generally made of wood.

At Eresburg in Westphalia – the exact location of

which is uncertain – the continental Saxons venerated a

great wooden column called the Irminsul, which is glossed

by the ninth-century writer Rudolph of Fulda as universalis

columna, quasi sustinens omnia, ‘a universal column, a sort of

sustainer of everything.’6 This pillar, destroyed by

Charlemagne in 772, seems to have been exactly that: the

world-pillar of the heathen Saxons. The name Irminsul –

which means ‘Mighty Pillar’ – does not seem to have been

exclusive to this one pillar: in the tenth century, the monk

Widukind wrote that the Saxons set up a column in honour

of Mars, whom they called Hirmin, to celebrate their defeat

of the Thuringians at Scheidungen in 831.

The Angles and Saxons of England appear to have

had a number of similar pillars: the place-names Thurstable,

Whitstable, and Barnstable all contain the element -stapöll,

which denotes a sacred pillar or post. In Scandinavia during

the Viking Age, the öndvegissúlur – the ‘high-seat pillars’

found as central supports in royal halls and temples, where

they seem usually to have been carved into the likeness of
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Thor, to the virtual exclusion of all other divinities –

suggest the presence or influence of a similar idea.

Traditional identification of central supporting pillars or

main tent-poles with the cosmic pillar also occurs among

various Altaic and Siberian tribes, as well as among the Inuit

and a number of native American tribes, and in parts of

Africa. Free-standing pillars are still erected on occasion by

the Lapps and the Ostyak – who call their versions ‘Man-

Pillar of Iron’ – and were venerated by the heathen

Prussians, who associated them with Perkuno, their

thunder-god.

The Jupiter Columns of Roman Gaul, concentrated

around the Moselle and in the Rhineland, but also found

elsewhere in France and Germany, and in Britain, are a

further example. These Roman-style columns, often carved

with decoration resembling the branches and leaves of a

tree, were topped by a statue of Jupiter (assimilated to an

appropriate local deity), which brings to mind the angel

atop the pillar in the Fisher King’s chamber in Perlesvaus.

There is some evidence to support the view that the Jupiter

Columns represent a Romanisation of an earlier Celtic

practice. A four-sided limestone pillar from Pfalzfeld in

Germany, probably of the fourth century BC, originally

surmounted by a Janiform stone head, may represent the

earlier tradition. The distribution of Jupiter Columns

further suggests that they and the Irminsul may ultimately

have their roots in a common, Germano-Celtic context. As

it is, some have seen the northern ‘Pillars of Hercules’,

reported by Tacitus, as a reference to earlier examples of

the cosmic pillar among the Germanic tribes.

The Germanic examples indicate that their cosmic
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pillar represented the main support of the cosmos, a belief

echoed in Siberian legend, which also identifies it with the

centre of the world. In more recent times, the May-Poles of

northern Europe represent the local axis, as their annual

celebrations and the associated spiral mazes or labyrinthine

dances indicate. An inner panel of the sixth-century BC

silver cauldron found as a votive deposit in a bog at

Gundestrup in Denmark – probably of eastern Celtic

provenance, although its origins are still obscure – depicts a

line of warriors carrying a tree-trunk along upon the points

of their spears, in what is almost certainly a ritual scene, at

one side of which a large figure is apparently about to

plunge a smaller one into a vat or tub of some kind. Plainly,

there was a good deal of ritual, probably with a sacrificial

element, attached to the cosmic pillar of the Celts.

In Siberia, as elsewhere, such rituals are a part of

shamanistic activities: the pillar, as the cosmic axis, is

sometimes represented by notched or stepped poles,

corresponding to the various levels of the cosmos (or to the

seven stars of the constellation Ursa Major, which

themselves refer back to these cosmic strata), which the

shaman climbs in a simulation of his spiritual journey.

These stepped poles constitute points of entry to the

otherworld realms, in which the ascending shaman can

perform his various works, and often have a major function

in initiatory rites. The stylites, medieval Christian mystics

who lived on platforms mounted on pillars, belong

essentially to the same tradition.

One scholar, Neil D. Isaacs, has seen a parallel

between this shamanistic practice and an obscure Old

English tradition of tree-climbing (an activity somewhat
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curiously listed as an important occupation in one eighth-

century text, Cynewulf’s Christ, and the subject of some

powerful lines in the contemporary poem The Fortunes of

Men), which he places in the context of Odin’s rune-

winning ordeal on the world-tree in the Eddic poem

Hávamál. In the context of the present study, it is enough to

note that the Grail quest is an otherworld journey, and that

the world-pillar usually marks the place where access to the

otherworld is possible. Towering as it does above the earth,

the pillar is also a vantage-point, like Odin’s watchtower

Hliðskjálf, in Asgard, from which the god can see and

understand everything. This idea may be behind Gawain’s

encounter with the pillar in the tower in Parzival.

Gawain ascends a similar tower in the analogous

episode in the earlier romance Perceval, but there the pillar is

absent. It is not clear why Wolfram has added the pillar to

his version of the episode: but it may be that he was

influenced by an appropriate local tradition. At the time

Parzival was written, probably between 1200 and 1210,

Wolfram’s patron was the Landgrave of Thuringia, not too

far from where Widukind claimed the heathen Saxons had

erected their pillar to Hirmin/Mars. Perhaps a memory of

that pillar had survived locally up to the early thirteenth

century.

The surrounding lands ‘whirling round’ would

seem a rather appropriate thing to see from a version of the

world-pillar. Compare this with the revolving castle

encountered by Gawain, Lancelot, and Perceval in Perlesvaus:

Then they looked before them and saw a castle standing in the middle

of the open meadows, surrounded by rushing rivers and rings of wall,

and there within loomed great, windowed halls. And as they
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approached the castle they saw that it was turning round faster than

any wind…7

The three knights are told that this castle (which

strongly resembles the revolving or spiral castle of pagan

Celtic tradition – Caer Sidi in the poem Preiddeu Annwm, for

instance) will only stop turning when the Old Law – that is,

paganism – is replaced by the New Law of Christianity.

Here, an image appropriate to the axis mundi is associated

with the end of one epoch and the beginning of a new

order of things. In Gylfaginning, Snorri Sturluson informs us

that Iðavöllr, ‘whirlpool-field’, in the middle of Asgard, is

where Odin appointed the rule of the gods, and where they

assemble to give judgement; Iðavöllr not only survives the

effects of Ragnarok, but it is the place where the next

generation of gods will afterwards come to dwell.

Kingship, the Grail, and the axis mundi

An iron column is featured in the thirteenth-century Welsh

romance Peredur Son of Efrawc, which, while it is not properly

a Grail romance – here the Grail is conspicuous only by its

absence, its place taken by a bloody severed head on a dish

– is very probably an adaptation of Chrétien’s Perceval,

though that romance itself is largely drawn from earlier

Celtic material. In an adventure corresponding to Perceval’s

visit to the Grail Castle, the lord of the equivalent castle

tests Peredur by making him strike the iron column with a

sword, so that both sword and column are broken.

There was in the middle of the hall a great iron column, the

circumference of a warrior’s embrace. Peredur rose and struck this
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column so that both it and the sword broke in two. ‘Now put the

pieces together and join them.’ Peredur put them together until they

were as before. A second time he struck so that both sword and column

broke in two, and then he joined them as before. A third time he

struck so that both sword and column broke in two. ‘Now join them

once more,’ said the nobleman, and Peredur put them together a third

time, but he could join neither sword nor column. 8

The king then tells Peredur that he this means that

he has so far come to two-thirds of his power. This is a test

of the youthful knight’s strength, just as the adventure of

Perceval at the pillar on Mont Dolerous is essentially a test

of his worth. Testing figures largely in Arthurian romance,

often in the form of contests, like the beheading game in Sir

Gawain and the Green Knight, that sometimes have a seasonal

theme. In certain instances the test is used as a device to

determine fitness for sovereignty. The Grail itself tests

various characters in various ways: the companions of

Joseph of Arimathea in, for instance, Robert de Boron’s

Joseph d’Arimathie; Lancelot, whom it turns forcibly and

brutally away in the Queste del Saint Graal; and, of course, the

successful knight. This is a property attributed to some of

the magical vessels of Celtic tradition, and also belonging to

various manifestations of the axis mundi.

The Lia Fáil, the Stone of destiny, at the royal

centre of Tara in Ireland, screams out in the presence of the

rightful king, or when the axle of his chariot scrapes against

it; in Arthurian legend, the young Arthur unwittingly proves

his right to the kingship by drawing Excalibur from the

stone, a scene echoed in Völsunga Saga when Sigmund pulls

a sword from the Branstock, the great living tree that forms

the central pillar of the hall of his father, King Völsung
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(whose own father was sitting on a mound when the

goddess Freyja, in her bird-disguise, dropped a magic apple

into his lap – the apple was then eaten by Völsung’s

mother, who consequently became pregnant).

The Siege Perilous cries out when Galahad, the

perfect knight, takes it as his seat at the Round Table, which

is itself a symbol of the world. An Irish story, The Phantom’s

Frenzy, tells how Conn of the Hundred Battles and his men

lose their way in a fog after discovering the Lia Fáil, and

come to a hall by a golden tree, where the god Lugh sits,

with a woman, the Sovereignty of Ireland, nearby, with

various costly vessels. Sovereignty serves Conn with meat,

and red ale in a golden cup; as Conn drinks, so with each

sip he takes Lugh foretells the future rulers of Ireland.

Kingship is a primary theme in the Grail romances: with

few exceptions, it is the successful knight who becomes the

new king of the Grail realm, and he is usually the son of the

Fisher King’s sister, thus conforming to archaic Celtic rules

of inheritance.

The Irish royal centre at Tara demonstrates the

importance of the axis mundi as the place of rule, an

importance emphasised in the prologue to Gylfaginning,

where Odin is said to have been born at Troy – which

according to Snorri is near the centre of the world – where

there were twelve kingdoms ruled over by one high-king,

the pattern on which Odin supposedly based the system of

kingship that he later established in Sweden. The Irish tale

Bricriu’s Feast tells how the eponymous Bricriu built a hall

modelled on the residence of the High King at Tara: this

dwelling comprised a central chamber for the king,

surrounded by twelve other rooms, one each for the twelve
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warriors of Ulaid.

This has led Alwyn and Brinley Rees to suppose

that there was formerly a tripartition of each of the four

main provinces of Ireland, relating that structure in turn to

a persistent European tradition (also found in the Middle

East, of course) of a twelve-plus-one arrangement that

occurs in various forms in the myths of Hercules and his

labours, Jason and the Argonauts, the Olympians, and the

Æsir; also with Charlemagne and his twelve paladins, not to

mention the popular tradition of the witch-coven consisting

of twelve witches and the Devil. Something of the same

sort can be seen, perhaps, in Gawain’s adventure at the

Grail Castle in Perlesvaus.

Sir Gawain was led into the hall, and there he found twelve aged,

white-haired knights; yet they did not look as old as they were, for each

was one hundred or more, though they did not look more than forty.

They seated Sir Gawain to dine at a splendid table of ivory, and then

sat down all around him. 9

The axis mundi as a tree

In Celtic archaeology and literary tradition, the most explicit

image of the axis mundi is that of the Jupiter Column, which

is itself – like the Saxon Irminsul – allied to or derived from

the older tradition of the cosmic tree. Trees and sacred

groves occur with great frequency in Celtic myth and

folklore, divine names, personal names, tribal names, and

toponyms, and are known to archaeology. However, it is

only possible here to isolate a few significant examples.

The sixth-century BC circular earthwork of

Goloring, near Koblenz, had a central post that may have
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been forty feet in height; while numerous other Celtic and

Romano-Celtic temples and sanctuaries (of both the square

and the circular types) seem to have had central pillars or

four-posted structures as their focal points. Groves and

sacred trees were places of assembly, like the sacred yews

and ash-trees of Ireland mentioned in the Rennes

Dindshenchas, one of which, Eo Mugna, was so large that it

could shelter thousands, while the great ash-tree at Uisnech

covered a vast distance when it fell. The Gaulish god

Olloudios, ‘Great Tree’, venerated at Antibes by the

Narbonenses, and also occurring at Custom Scrubs in

Gloucestershire, was associated with Mars, like the pillar-

god Hirmin mentioned by Widukind, and shown as a genius

loci holding a double cornucopia on the Gloucestershire

reliefs. Romano-Celtic images of the triple Matronae are

often accompanied by trees, which are sometimes shown

with serpents coiled around their trunks.

It can be seen that, to the Celts as to others, the

tree was seen as an emblem of fertility and abundance, a

symbol of might, solidity, and strength, and as a focal point

of local assemblies. In the Mabinogion story Math Son of

Mathonwy, Lleu Llaw Gyffes, having been ritually speared by

his rival Gronw Pebyr, flies off in the shape of an eagle and

is traced by Gwydion to the top of a great oak tree, from

where he has to be charmed back down to earth and into

his true human form. In other words, he dies, his spirit goes

to the otherworld in the form of a bird, and he is then

restored to life in typically shamanic fashion by the magic of

Gwydion.

The story of Lleu has been related, by Anne Ross,

to the myths of Odin and the Norse world-tree, Yggdrasill.



Alby Stone

18

According to the Eddas, the ash-tree Yggdrasill connects the

sky, earth, and underworld. Beneath its branches – which

form the vault of the sky – lies Valhöll, and the place of

assembly of the Æsir; below its roots – according to Snorri

– lie the three wells Hvergelmir, Mímisbrunnr, and

Urðabrunnr, and the serpent Níðhöggr; while at its top sits

an eagle, a symbol of divinity redolent of Jupiter on his

column and also the angel on the pillar in Perlesvaus. A

stone, probably dating from the sixth century, that was

found under the floor of a church at Sanda, in Gotland,

depicts a tree, along with a ship, a dragon’s head, and

whirling discs that are probably cosmological symbols. An

enormous tree described in the Finnish epic poem Kalevala,

has the stars of the Great Bear in its topmost branches, and

from there the smith Ilmarinen, thanks to the wiles of the

primal shaman Väinamöinen, is borne on the wind to the

cold northern realm of the dead, setting in motion the chain

of events that lead to the destruction of the Sampo. Thus

the tree is a place that facilitates otherworld journeys, and

its branches hold the stars. A somewhat similar tree is

encountered by Perceval, as he journeys from Mont

Dolerous to the Grail Castle:

…he looked ahead and saw, a long way off, a great and leafy oak,

right in the middle of his path. And on the tree, I assure you, there

were more than a thousand candles, of miraculous size, it seemed to

him; ten or fifteen or twenty or thirty on every branch. Perceval did not

linger but rode straight on towards the tree, which seemed to be ablaze

with candles; but with each approaching step, the great light faded

away to nothing. Perceval galloped straight on, not stopping till he

reached the tree. But when he arrived he found not a single candle,

large or small. 10
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In a mythological context, this passage would

almost certainly be recognised as a most striking poetic

image of the world-tree, its nocturnal branches ablaze with

stars. It can be compared to a passage from the Eddic poem

Völuspá in which the great evergreen ash-tree Yggdrasill is

said to be ‘sprinkled with white mud’, which may originally

have been intended to be recognised as a kenning or

metaphor for the scattered stars.

The world-tree is often the central motif of the

designs painted on the ritual drums of Lapp shamans, along

with the constellations, representations of the four seasons,

the directions, the sun, and so forth. These designs are, in

effect, cognitive maps of the cosmos – that is, they are

diagrams of the cosmos as it is portrayed in myth and

experienced in the dreams and ecstasies that are the basis of

the shamanic phenomenon, and which inform the shaman’s

perception of this world and act as a navigational aid in

those beyond. The drum, therefore, is at once the guide to

the otherworld and the mode of transport, often

characterised as the shaman’s horse. Made from the wood

of certain trees that are analogous to the cosmic tree, the

drum itself incorporates the attributes of the world-axis.

Yggdrasill is, literally, the ‘steed of Yggr’, Yggr

being one of the many names of that shamanistic god,

Odin. As such, Yggdrasill seems to be cognate with Odin’s

eight-legged horse Sleipnir, which has been associated

variously with the eight directions used by Viking

navigators, with the idea of the eight winds, and with the

typical funeral bier carried by four men; the last being

further associated with the notion that Yggdrasill itself also

represents a gallows-tree, because of Odin’s title ‘God of
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the Hanged’ and his nine-night ordeal hanging on the

world-tree, pierced by a spear, in his pursuit of the secret of

the runes. These associations all have some merit in the

present context, which deals, after all, with the otherworldly

journeys and adventures of men on horseback, who seem to

be guided toward their goal by various images of the cosmic

axis, which is, in its celestial location, the one constant and

reliable point of reference available to the nocturnal

traveller.

Space, time, and the axis mundi in the Grail quest

The ultimate goal of all this otherworldly questing is the

Grail Castle and the magical vessel housed therein. The

Grail’s supernatural nature – and, indeed, that of the castle

– is partly defined by the miraculous longevity of the Grail

Kings, the unnatural youthfulness of the twelve ancient

knights met by Gawain in Perlesvaus, and the inability of the

Fisher King to succumb to death, despite his painful and

unhealing wound. The suspension or distortion of the

normal flow of time is a common feature of visits to the

otherworld in Celtic folklore. It is also worth noting that

such unearthly realms are very often located in or below

burial-mounds or other sites that are identifiable as

approximations or traditional local versions of the axis

mundi, which is an entrance to the realm of the dead.

This is reminiscent of the Icelandic belief that the

dead went to dwell on the sacred mountain Helgafell; of the

chosen warriors of Odin, dead but fighting and carousing

eternally in Valhöll, in the shade of Yggdrasill, where every

day the boar Sæhrímnir is slaughtered, cooked in the

cauldron Eldhrímnir, and returned to life, in a cycle that
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only ends with the cosmic destruction of Ragnarok; and of

the cauldron in the Mabinogion story Branwen Daughter of Llyr,

which restores life to those slain in battle, so that they are as

good as they were in life, except that they are bereft of the

power of speech – a speechlessness distantly related,

perhaps, to the ritual silence imposed upon the supplicants

at the Delphic oracle, and not too far removed at all from

the unfortunate speechlessness of the knight at the Grail

Castle. In part, the Grail sustains life unnaturally because it

lies at the centre of the cosmos, and is itself a manifestation

of the axis mundi, at which the normal rules of time and

space do not apply. With regard to the temporal distortions

associated with the axis mundi, Mircea Eliade notes that

…every contact with a ‘centre’ involves doing away with profane time,

and entering the mythical illud tempus of creation. 11

This is partly because the axis mundi is the point

from which all directions are established and, therefore,

where they are coterminous. The same is true of time: as a

cyclical phenomenon, time has its own axial points, each of

which is analogous to the others. At the temporal central

point, time cannot be measured in terms of its normal flow,

not because it ceases to exist but because at that point all

times occur simultaneously. Thus, the four points of the old

Celtic year – the festivals of Imbolc, Beltain, Lughnasad,

and Samhain – are all times when the boundaries between

the human and the supernatural realms are eroded,

traditionally allowing a measure of exchange. Of these,

Beltain and Samhain mark the boundaries between the light

and dark halves of the year, giving them added potency,

especially Samhain, which is the end of summer and the

beginning of winter.
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The most important point of the Germanic year is

midwinter, a date still celebrated today by the erection of

decorated trees or logs, which appears to be named to

suggest the turning-point of the yearly cycle – Yule (Old

English Geohol, Old Icelandic Jól) may be etymologically

related to the Old Icelandic word for ‘wheel’, hjól. In this

way, the axial point of time is identified with the spatial axis,

which becomes subject to the same bewildering

timelessness, so that local representations of the axis mundi

are frequently associated with prophecy and divination, as at

Delphi, and in the case of the oracular Grail of Parzival. In

the same way, the fruits of the cosmic tree and its relatives

confer wisdom, like the nine hazels of the Well of Segais in

Irish tradition, or facilitate divination, like the wooden strips

used for that purpose by the ancient Germans, according to

Tacitus.

The cosmic mill and the grail

As a source of abundance and wealth, the Grail has much in

common with the cosmic mills of Scandinavian tradition.

The Eddic poem Gróttasöngr and Snorri’s Skáldskaparmál tell

of a mill that comes into the possession of King Fródi of

Denmark, that can grind out whatever its owner wishes for.

Turned by two giant-women, the mill Grótti grinds out gold

for Fródi, but when it falls into the hands of the sea-king

Mysing, it is used to grind out salt, in such quantities that

the giant-women, displeased at being overworked, grind out

Mysing’s doom as well. The mill then bursts asunder and

sinks into the sea, where a whirlpool is formed by the water

rushing through the hole in the millstone. This mill is also
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associated with the obscure character Amlóði – the model

for Shakespeare’s Hamlet – and is said to be located at the

edge of the world.

In the Kalevala, the enigmatic Sampo is a three-

sided mill: one part grinds out meal, one grinds salt, and the

other produces coins. As with the mill Grótti, the Sampo is

destroyed as the result of its being stolen, and its remains

sink into the sea, giving rise to the sea’s bounty. The cosmic

nature of the Sampo is indicated by its revolving pictured

cover, representing the constellations, and its three roots

that greatly resemble those of Yggdrasill; and also by its

one-time location in the northern otherworld of Finnish

tradition, Pohjola. One explanation of the theft and

destruction of the Sampo (which would thus also apply to

the mill Grótti) is that it belongs to a tradition of the

destruction of the world, or the ending of a cosmic cycle, by

the removal of the cosmic axis.

In this context it is of interest that the pagan

Scandinavian cosmogony involves the sacrifice and

dismemberment of the giant Ymir by Odin and his

brothers, who use the various parts of Ymir’s body to create

the cosmos. A great flood is caused by Ymir’s blood, and

the race of giants is drowned, all except for Bergelmir, who

escapes by climbing upon his lúðr, a mill (properly a box-

mill), and so lives to perpetuate his kind. We have already

seen how the Turning Castle of Perlesvaus is associated with

the end of one cycle and the beginning of another, and how

Idavöllr is the point around which the new gods and the

new world, ruled by a resurrected Baldr, are assembled after

Ragnarok. In this respect, all the Grail stories have a similar

concern – the renewal of the (cosmic) cycle through the
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successful completion of the quest for the Grail.

The well at the centre of the world

Sometimes, the successful quest is marked by the releasing

of water into the Grail’s realm. The so-called Elucidation,

composed soon after, then added to Chrétien’s Perceval as a

prologue, tells of maidens who live in wells, providing food

and drink for wayfarers; these women are raped and their

golden cups stolen, causing the wells to dry up and so begin

the desolation of the Grail realm. In this instance, a

complete Celtic folktale seems to have been inserted

wholesale into the Perceval cycle. Chrétien’s Perceval itself

includes the scene, already mentioned, of the pillar, golden

cup, and fountain. Vessel and spring – and loss of speech –

occur together in Manawyddan Son of Llyr, in the Mabinogion,

when Pryderi enters a fortress and sees

a fountain with marble stone round it, and a golden bowl fastened to

four chains, the bowl set over a marble slab and the chains extending

upwards so that he could see no end to them. Ecstatic over the beauty

of the bowl he walked over to the vessel and grasped it, but as soon as

he did so his hands stuck to the bowl and his feet to the slab he was

standing on, and his speech was taken so that he could not say a single

word. 12

In Perlesvaus, the Grail Castle – there explicitly

identified with Eden, the original centre and place of

creation in Hebrew tradition – is sited by a river that is said

to flow from the Earthly Paradise, spreading abundance

wherever it flows. It has been noted that the Sampo and the

mill Grótti sink into the sea, and that the axial site Iðavöllr
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can be thought of as relating to a whirlpool. From these

instances, it seems to follow that the axis mundi has strong

associations with water. This is supported by the account of

Charlemagne’s destruction of the Irminsul given in the

Royal Frankish Annals:

Capturing the castle of Eresburg, he proceeded as far as the Irminsul,

destroyed this idol and carried away the gold and silver which he found.

A great drought occurred so that there was no water in the place where

the Irminsul stood. The glorious king wished to remain there two or

three days in order to destroy the temple completely, but they had no

water. Suddenly at noon, through the grace of God, while the army

rested and nobody knew what was happening, so much water poured

forth in a stream that the whole army had enough. 13

This seems to derive ultimately from an archaic

stratum of Indo-European cosmogonic myth, typified by

the creation mythology of the Prose Edda. Snorri tells us that

the body of the primal giant Ymir was formed in the void

of Ginnungagap by the interaction of the heat emanating

from Muspellsheimr in the south and the frozen waters of

the Elivágar, the rivers that flow from the well Hvergelmir,

which lies in the north, below one root of the tree

Yggdrasill. Scandinavian myth also tells us that the

Miðgarðsormr, the great serpent that lies in the ocean,

stretching around the earth’s disc, has the name

Jörmungandr, which means ‘Mighty Magic Wand’ and is

thus fairly closely related to the name Irminsul. Indeed, it

means more or less the same thing. This may relate to the

persistent association of serpents and dragons with hills and

wells or lakes in English folktales. The County Durham

legend of the Lambton Worm, for instance, tells how the

creature started out as a small fish – as did the
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Midgardsormr – that was thrown in a well. There it grew to

an enormous size, until it came out and coiled itself around

Penshaw Hill. The Welsh tale Lludd and Llevelys describes

how Lludd finds the centre of Britain in order to rid the

land of a mysterious screaming heard every May Eve, a

noise so terrible that it caused women to miscarry, men to

lose their strength, and the whole realm to become barren.

Llevelys tells Lludd that the noise is caused by dragons

fighting at the centre of the island. Lludd

had the length and breadth of the island measured and found its centre

to be in Oxford. There he had a pit dug, and in the pit he set a vat of

the best mead that could be made, with a silk sheet over the vat, and

he himself watched that night and saw the dragons fighting. 14

At the pagan temple of Uppsala in Sweden,

according to Adam of Bremen, a great evergreen tree stood

by a sacred well. In Irish tradition, the nine hazels of

wisdom grow above the Well Of Segais – also known as

Connla’s Well – where the seven chief rivers of Ireland are

said to have their source. Obviously, those rivers do not

actually have a common source, and the Well of Segais is

cognate with the cosmic centre, which is the mythical

source of all waters. Again in Ireland, at the assembly held

at Uisnech – where there was said to have been a secret,

white-rimmed well – to mark the accession of Diarmait son

of Cerball, there was a hailstorm so great that water from

the melting hailstones gave rise to the twelve chief rivers of

Ireland. The proximity of the tree to the sacrificial vat

depicted on the Gundestrup bowl assumes a further

significance here. This link between water and the centre is

further emphasised in an episode that occurs in Chrétien’s

Yvain and the cognate Mabinogion romance Owein:
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…there you will see a vale like a great valley, and in the middle a

great tree with branches greener than the greenest fir. Beneath that tree

is a fountain, and beside the fountain a great stone, and on the stone a

silver bowl, and a silver chain so that bowl and stone cannot be

separated. Take the bowl and fill it and throw the water on the stone,

and you will hear a tremendous thundering, such that you will expect

heaven and earth to shake with the noise, and after that a cold shower

which you will barely survive. Hailstones will fall, and when the

weather clears, the tree will not have one leaf that the shower has not

carried away. 15

In her book From Ritual to Romance, Jessie L.

Weston associated the ‘Freeing of the Waters’ with the

accounts in the Rig Veda of Indra, the Indian god of

thunder and war, releasing imprisoned waters and filling

rivers. This may help to explain the occasional association

of loud noises with images of the axis mundi in the Grail

romances – with the Copper Tower, that was worshipped

as though it were a god, in Perlesvaus; and the thunderstorm

that hovers above Gawain when he leaves the Grail Castle

in the same romance, for example. We have seen that the

Jupiter Columns and the öndvegissúlur are connected with the

thunder-gods of Rome, the Celts, and Scandinavia; and to

these can be added the stapöll of Thunnor at Thurstable, the

oak sacred to Perkuno at the Prussian sanctuary of

Romove, and so on. Turville-Petre, in fact, presents a

persuasive argument that Irmin is another name for Thor.

This presents a minor difficulty, as the name Jörmunnr is

given to Odin, who is also connected with the axis mundi,

and who has a number of features in common with the

Fisher King.

It has often been suggested that Odin has usurped
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many of the functions of a former Germanic sky-god, and it

would be simple enough to postulate that this is just one of

those purloined attributes; but the situation is rather more

complex than proponents of that theory seem prepared to

admit, and it is by no means proven. What seems to be the

case here is that Odin and Thor are associated with the axis

mundi in two distinct ways: Odin is connected with it as a

centre, the place of magic and kingship; while Thor is

connected with its rôle of universal support. Inevitably,

there has been some blurring of boundaries, so that, for

instance, Thor wields the thunderbolt-hammer Mjöllnir,

while Odin has the lightning-spear Gungnir (which may

have some relevance to the bleeding lance present in the

Grail Castle). Indo-European thunder-gods are invariably

rainmakers and bestowers of fertility, as well as warriors and

protectors. In this respect it is not a coincidence, perhaps,

that certain Welsh fighting men of renown were given the

title post, ‘pillar’.

The well at the centre of the cosmos is mentioned

in Gylfaginning along with two others, so constituting the

three wells where Yggdrasill has its roots; but two of them –

Urðabrunnr and Mímisbrunnr – are actually identical, which

tends to suggest that in fact the three are a single well under

three different names. As Snorri says, this is where the three

Nornir assemble, below the world-tree, to perform a

strange daily ritual.

It is further said that the Norns who live near the spring of Urdr draw

water every day, and along with it the clay that lies round about the

spring, and they besprinkle the ash so that its branches shall not

wither or decay. 16

The Nornir also appear in Lapp tradition, as the
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three goddesses of fate and childbirth who dwell at the foot

of the world-tree, which is where they are sometimes

depicted on shamans’ drums. In Old English tradition, the

Nornir are usually invoked as the singular force known as

wyrd, although they also appear as the three Weird Sisters of

Shakespeare’s play MacBeth. It is entirely possible that they

were considered, in England at least, to have both a singular

and a triadic existence, like the Mórrigan of Irish legend,

Arthur’s wife Gwenhwyfar, or the Romano-Celtic

Matronae. Turville-Petre thinks that the foremost and eldest

Norn, Urðr, is probably the original, and that her sisters are

relatively late additions. If he is correct, then it can be

presumed that the number was made up to three because it

was the appropriate number.

Influence from the three Fates of Greece and

Rome cannot be ruled out, of course; but it is on the whole

more likely to have been inspired by Celtic tradition, if it

was not in place already. Certainly, the idea of three women

who are also only one woman is present in the Grail

romances. Sir Gawain is particularly confused by the

phenomenon on more than one occasion in Perlesvaus, at the

fountain of the pillar, and at the Grail Castle. Otherwise,

three appears to be the normal number of handmaidens

allocated to the Grail. In many respects these favour the

Sovereignty of Ireland, increased to a threesome as a

rationalisation, perhaps, of the three aspects of the

‘trifunctional goddess’ discernible in Indo-European

tradition, who represents both the land and the social

totality.
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The dual centre

One interesting feature of the Grail romances is that the

Grail Castle often has a somewhat sinister counterpart, a

kind of parody of the Grail’s abode. This is the Castle of

Marvels. In Parzival and Perlesvaus, this castle is ruled by an

evil counterpart of the Fisher King: the emasculated

sorcerer Clinschor in the former (which, as we have seen,

contains a version of the world-pillar), and the King of

Castle Mortal in the latter, both of whom have designs to

take the Grail for themselves. The King of Castle Mortal is

the Fisher King’s brother, as sinful and evil as the Fisher

King is virtuous and good – a complete reversal of the

Fisher King, in fact; but Clinschor is more complex. His

castration parallels the wounding of Anfortas in the

scrotum, and both their wounds are inflicted as a result of

sin. Clinschor is castrated by the irate husband of a lover,

and Anfortas is speared because he disobeys the Grail for

the love of a woman. In the present context it is interesting

that Odin is nicknamed Jálkr, ‘Gelding’, and that he has a

mysterious double – named Mitothyn in the Gesta Danorum

of Saxo Grammaticus – who impersonates him, causes

mischief, and tries to take over his domain in his absence.

The marvellous castle of Diu Krône is ruled by Gansguoter,

whose name – besides being a form of Anfortas – may be

compared to Gautr, a name given to Odin. Once again,

there is a tantalising suggestion that Wolfram may have

used appropriate local traditions to add flesh to his

romance; but here it is probably more rewarding to draw

comparisons with Celtic tradition.

Pre-Christian Ireland had its twin centres at Tara

and Uisnech, located like a pair of kidneys in the body of
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that island, one centre for the high-kings and a second for

the druids, corresponding to an archaic Indo-European

division of rule between the priesthood and the king, leader

of the warrior class. This may have some bearing on the

two castles that figure in the Grail romances, and the

hostility between the Fisher King and his alter-ego.

In his History of the Kings of Britain, Geoffrey of

Monmouth writes of the brothers Brennius and Belinus,

who quarrel and become enemies, but are eventually

reconciled. Geoffrey also mentions a sorcerer, Pellitus, who

is killed by Brian, nephew of King Cadwallo. Both sets of

rivals appear to be derived from the Welsh divinities Beli

and Brân, both of whom appear as the Grail King, as well

as elsewhere in Arthurian romance: Pelles, Pelleam, and

Pellinore are French forms of Beli Mawr (to give him his

full name); while Brons is plainly Brân, who turns up in a

number of different guises. The two are not brothers in the

Mabinogion, but it seems certain that they originally were.

The relationship given by Geoffrey is suggestive enough on

its own, but a report of two brothers called Brennos and

Bolgios as leaders of a Celtic migration into Macedonia in

the third century BC, which appears to refer to a pair of

tribal brother-gods rather than actual chieftains, is much

stronger evidence.

This pair may indeed represent a dual sovereignty,

but the literary evidence implies a kind of rivalry, possibly

along the lines of the hostility between Romulus and

Remus, which has its roots in an archaic Indo-European

cosmogony involving the slaughter and dismemberment of

one twin by the other so that the world can be made; or

perhaps of the type that is simplistically, and sometimes
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mistakenly, categorised as seasonal combat. Of the two, the

former is the more satisfactory.

As far as the Grail romances are concerned, there

has apparently been an amalgamation of the theme of

dyadic sovereignty – pertinent, perhaps, to a dual centre –

with this ‘hostile twins’ theme, a theme that is important to

various theogonies, and that has been shown to be of some

relevance to the evolution of the institution of kingship in

the Indo-European world. Briefly, the earliest Indo-

European cosmogony appears to have explained the origin

of the world by the sacrifice of one primal being by

another: the sacrificer became the first priest, while the

victim became king of the dead, and thus the first king. On

the purely social level, this accounts for the joint rule of

priesthood and kingship by deriving the two from what

amounts to a primal, dyadic being separated into two

distinct entities known as ‘Man’ and ‘Twin’. The names of

Romulus and Remus are derived from the original Proto-

Indo-European names for these beings, the latter also being

reflected by Ymir, the primal giant of Scandinavian myth,

Indian Yama, Iranian Yima, and so on.

As it is, the Grail kingship is a rather unusual

institution for its time: the romancers, particularly Robert

de Boron and those who followed his account, have – by

bringing in Joseph of Arimathea and adapting his legend as

the nucleus of what amounts to an unorthodox and

essentially heretical alternative to the traditional Apostolic

Succession, then inserting Joseph into the Fisher King’s

lineage – fortuitously, perhaps even deliberately, restored

the ancient pattern outlined below, so that the Fisher King

is both a spiritual and a temporal ruler, foreshadowing the
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unification of church and state, in the person of the

monarch, that took place in England during the

Reformation, and which persists to the present day.

The Grail and Indo-European trifunctional ideology

It will not have escaped the notice of those familiar with the

trifunctional model proposed by Georges Dumézil that the

Grail itself embodies each of his proposed three Functions

of Indo-European social organisation17. This convergence

of Functions is appropriate to the Grail, given its

relationship to the axis mundi and its association with

sovereignty: it is appropriate for the source to possess all

the attributes of the structure that springs from it. As the

cosmic regulator, the axis mundi ought to have a strong

association with the First Function, pertaining to magic,

religion, and justice; and this Function is often embodied in

the kind of dual rulership referred to above, although it was

probably represented at first by a priesthood, the twin

aspects diverging as Indo-European society became more

complex and kingship evolved. In addition to this, the

duality is sometimes transferred back to a single rulership

exhibiting traits usually peculiar to each half of the dyad –

as in the case of Odin (who is thought to have usurped or

absorbed the attributes of the contractual/juridical ruler,

Tyr – though this analysis is open to argument).

Indeed, the Grail kingship is itself concerned to

some extent with all three Functions, in keeping with the

conceptualisation of the king as ‘the very embodiment of

the social totality’,18 and with the corresponding attributes

of the trifunctional goddess, exemplified by Sovereignty,
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who can be assigned to the symbolic centre, here the image

of the axis mundi as it occurs in the context of the Grail

romances. The Fisher King (a convenient term to embrace

the variety of kings who perform the same or similar

functions in the romances) is, obviously, a king; he is also –

in the Queste del Saint Graal, for instance – a priestly figure.

These First Function rôles relate to the Grail portrayed as a

holy object, and to the attainment of the Grail as a

condition of, or qualification for, an eventual accession to

the kingship. A First Function quality is also discernible in

the testing or judgemental aspects of the Grail, which can in

turn be related to the other two Functions, particularly in its

earlier, pagan Celtic manifestations. The Second Function,

physical or martial force, is represented, simply enough, by

the king’s early career as a knight, and the knightly exploits

necessary for the quest; and also by the sword and lance

linked with the Grail and the king. The Third Function,

fertility and wealth, is discernible in the hospitality and

sustenance provided by the Grail, and presided over by the

Fisher King, a liberal ruler in true Germano-Celtic style; and

in the theme of the Waste Land, inextricably linked with the

king’s unhealing genital (that is, Third Function) wound.

It is not too difficult to relate this schema to the

fifteen crosses surrounding the copper pillar at the summit

of Mont Dolerous – equal groups of red, white, and blue,

the colours associated with the respective Functions, as

indicated by Dumézil’s researches. There are five each of

these coloured crosses, indicating that the groups each

represent a reference, in microcosmic form, to the

traditional cosmological division into four parts, plus a

central – and partly notional, or contrived – fifth part, as in
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archaic Ireland and Wales, a pattern that also existed in

heathen Iceland. The Royal Hall at Tara was, according to

Bricriu’s Feast, constructed to represent such a division;

furthermore, that hall was apparently the central building of

a group of five, the other four probably representing the

four actual provinces.

Perhaps this is also a model for the hall in the Grail

Castle, which is typically described as square, with a central

fireplace covered by a chimney-hood supported by four

pillars. The Grail Castle is thus a model of the cosmos, a

context in which the ritual parade of candles and brilliant

objects takes on a new significance – a simulation of the

nightly celestial procession of the constellations and planets,

centred upon the cosmic axis.

Conclusion

Evidently, more than just the mythological stories and

characters of the pagan Celts have penetrated the Grail

romances. Those images of the axis mundi that occur are,

when directly relevant to the Grail, generally possessed of

the characteristics attributed to the cosmic centre in the pre-

Christian traditions of northern Europe. When those

depictions are not directly relevant to the Grail itself, they

appear to be intended to lead or direct the hero to the Grail

Castle, or to furnish him with information useful to the

quest – just as all local representations of the cosmic axis

refer, ultimately, to the mythical or mythologised original,

and are able to facilitate travel to the otherworld. Strange

events occur at the crossroads, a symbol of orientation like

the Cross itself.

The mythology of the Centre – from both
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Germanic and Celtic myth, and thus from earlier Indo-

European tradition, as well as those non-Indo-European

traditions that are relevant – relates to many of the themes

and motifs that together constitute the Grail legend: the

freeing of the waters; the triad of maidens who attend the

Grail; kingship; the Fisher King’s wound; the structure of

the Grail Castle; and the attributes of the Grail itself.

The transition from pagan tradition to

Christianised romance has been examined, often in minute

detail, by a number of different authors – most notably R.S.

Loomis – and it is not within the scope of this study to go

over such well-trodden ground. But it should be stressed

that this wholesale assimilation of heathen cosmological

motifs took place at a time – the Grail romances were

written down in the late twelfth and early thirteenth

centuries – when the memory of the heathen past was still

relatively strong, in a culture whose social structure and

institutions were still very largely determined by the archaic

Indo-European ideology, and which had firm and regular

contact with Indo-European nations even more recently

converted to Christianity, and some that were yet to be

converted. Indeed, the teachings of the Church were, in the

wider historical and cultural perspective, really little more

than the beliefs of a Middle Eastern mystery religion filtered

through an Indo-European worldview, by Indo-European

priests, in an Indo-European language. It is thus not entirely

surprising to find Christian and heathen themes sitting

easily together in the medieval Grail romances.

The Grail hero’s tortuous path to the Grail is

simultaneously a journey to the centre and a process of

refinement or achievement leading to his assumption of the
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kingship. This may seem, at first, to be at odds with the

apparent ubiquity of the axis mundi in myth, ritual, and

representation. However, it must be stressed that, first and

foremost, the cosmic centre is embodied in every individual.

Emma Jung and Marie-Louise von Franz inevitably see this

in psychoanalytical terms:

…the child sends Perceval to the pillar at Mount Doulourous, to

which only the “foremost knight” is able to fasten his horse. The

column on the hill is similar to the tree in meaning; it embodies a

maternal principle, the axis of the world, the framework of the process

of individuation. The tree, as Jung says, “symbolizes a living process as

well as a process of enlightenment, which, though it may be grasped by

the intellect, should not be confused with it”…Tying the horse to the

pillar accords with a painful binding and restriction of the animal soul,

which is subjugated and bound to the centre, the Self.19

Their analysis accords with the position of the

individual as the centre of his or her perception of the

cosmos, and with the idea of the psyche as the centre of the

individual, the seat of consciousness. However, they – like

nearly all psychoanalysts – tend to emphasise the

microcosmic at the expense of the macrocosmic, the

personal and internal at the expense of the general and

external. The axis mundi may indeed be modelled in part

upon the personal centre of being, but it also refers to a

perceived and charted external reality: the structure of the

world. And in passing, why should not tying a horse simply

represent the tying of a horse? Perceval’s quest is, on one

level, indeed a process of individuation; but it is a process

that takes place within a particular framework, one derived

from an attested cultural reality, rooted in the myths and

cosmology of a tradition that was still influential at the time
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of the romances, a living thing. One needs to exercise a

good deal of caution when using archaic myth to elucidate

or illustrate modern concerns.

If the location of the celestial centre is determined

by the apparent motion of the heavens and the position of

the Pole Star, then the basic model for the terrestrial centre,

which naturally refers back to its celestial counterpart, is the

human body itself, the template for the world in archaic

Indo-European cosmogony, and the original instrument of

orientation – when positionally related to the external

environment – and the inevitable focus of individual

attention, in terms of spatial location; and this extends to

personal human habitation, and so to significant secular

buildings and temples, earthly representations of the

dwellings of the gods. As Mircea Eliade remarks:

A whole array of myths, symbols and rituals emphasises with one

accord the difficulty of obtaining entry into a centre; while on the other

hand another series of myths and rites lays it down that this centre is

accessible. For example, pilgrimage to the Holy Places is difficult; but

any visit whatever to a church is a pilgrimage. The Cosmic Tree is, on

the one hand, inaccessible; but on the other, it may be found in any

yourt. The way which leads to the ‘Centre’ is sown with obstacles, and

yet every city, every temple, every dwelling-place is already at the Centre

of the Universe.20

Before he can be accepted by the Grail, the hero

has to come to grips with aspects, or representations, of

each of the three Functions: for the First, he is initiated into

Christianity by his hermit uncle – who can be seen as a

personification of the priestly half of that Function – as well

as, in several versions of the story, becoming aware of his

own name and lineage; for the Second, he must first prove
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his valour by defeating the Red Knight, then receive

instruction in chivalry, after which he has to undergo

regular trials of skill, strength, and courage; and for the

Third Function, he must first know love – that is, he needs

to prove his virility and refine his relations with women,

including, sometimes, his mother.

It has been speculated that Perceval’s marriage was

once a necessary condition for the success of his quest,

while Gawain’s notorious amorousness may have been a

contributory factor in his involvement with the Grail,

especially in Heinrich von dem Türlin’s Diu Krône, where he

is not only the central character but also the knight who

succeeds in the quest for the Grail. The hero must then

restore fertility and life to the barren land by healing the

Fisher King’s genital injury, which means, in a significant

number of romances, succeeding him as king of the Grail

realm.

In this respect the sexual aspect of the king’s

wounding (often coyly described as being pierced ‘through

both thighs’ with a lance, but stated bluntly by Wolfram as

being in the king’s scrotum) can be related to the phallic

terminology used with regard to the pillar-stone at Tara,

characterised in Irish texts as a ‘stone penis’ and the

‘member of Fergus’, and also to a variety of sexual

metaphors in Indian traditions of the axis mundi and the

creation of the world – as well as the sexuality implicit in

the graphic description of the conjunction of the Grail with

the blood-dripping Lance.

The hero’s adventures culminate at the Grail

Castle, at the ‘centre of the world’, where eventually he

succeeds in fulfilling all the requirements, and so assumes
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the rôle and responsibilities of sovereignty. Each of the

three Indo-European Functions are contained within the

sovereignty, within the axis mundi, the symbolic or actual

centre; and thus also within the Grail, which is invariably in

the position proper to kingship, which acts as the final

judge of his merit, and which then endorses his claim to

legitimacy.

Three times the Grail passed through the hall, and Perceval stared

long at it, until finally it happened that the Grail came right up to

him, quite freely and openly, and Perceval was filled with joy.21
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The Bleeding Lance
Myth, Rirual and the Grail Legend

Introduction

When the Grail is ceremoniously paraded through the

Fisher King’s hall, it is almost invariably accompanied, or

preceded, by a number of other objects: everyday knives

and platters, expensive tables and blazing candelabra – and

a strange white lance or spear, a weapon that drips or

pours with blood. It is this blood-dripping lance that

concerns us here. Described by Chrétien de Troyes as

simply une blanche lance and la lance qui saigne, ‘the bleeding

lance’, it is also known as la lance vengeresse, ‘the lance of

vengeance’. Its significance has remained largely elusive,

even though it rivals the Grail in importance, as a close

reading of the medieval romances will reveal; but it is quite

often obscured by the bewildering array of images and

symbols presented in the texts. Those scholars who have

examined in any detail the weapon’s mythical prototypes,
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or its equivalent in the Christian traditions that have been

superimposed upon the pagan framework of the Grail

legend, have either been content to accept it – occasionally

even to virtually dismiss it – as merely a relic, a left-over

item whose former purpose has been all but forgotten; or

else they have simply failed to grasp fully its function, and

the nature of its antecedents. Worse still, its nature has,

albeit on rare occasions, even been wilfully distorted or

misrepresented in order to prove a point of doubtful

validity.

Perhaps the most detailed treatment of the

Bleeding Lance as symbol and image is that of Emma Jung

and Marie-Louise von Franz, in their monumental study

of the Grail legend; but although they do examine the

relevant mythic and ritual forerunners of the lance and its

parallels, they prefer to interpret these – as they do with

various other parts of the Grail legend – in terms of

modern Jungian psychoanalytical theory, and the

alchemical symbolism in which C.G. Jung’s work is, to a

large extent, rooted; which means that they tend on the

whole to deal with what are really twentieth-century

concerns rather than attempting to discover what was

meant in the first place. For a variety of reasons –

philosophical, scientific, and social – the mental constructs

of today differ radically from those of the Middle Ages

and earlier. Jung and von Franz may have made a

significant contribution to modern mysticism, and given

an extra dimension to the use of mythological material by

the modern imagination, but they have done rather less to

further our understanding of the origin and development

of the legend.
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Those who have examined the Bleeding Lance in

its mythological or traditional context alone – Brown,

Loomis, and Goetinck, for instance – tend to go to the

opposite extreme, being altogether reluctant to analyse or

interpret it in anything but the context of the genre, its

medieval historical context, or its immediate mythological

sources. This can limit the scope of their studies to such a

narrow band of traditional lore that they often really end

up as documentation instead of in-depth analysis. Others

keep well within the bounds of textual analysis, virtually

ignoring anything of relevance that is external to the texts

themselves. While this kind of methodology has led to

some brilliant textual analyses and impressive

reconstructions, it is usually unhelpful when it comes to

discovering sources or helpful analogues, and quite often

leaves much unaccounted for, simply because there is so

much that cannot be explained by reference to the texts of

the genre on their own.

Each of these approaches has its merit, and it is

not intended to disparage them here – they have, after all,

yielded excellent results within their declared limits,

particularly the invaluable studies of Loomis, and

Goetinck’s dense comparative work, and they each have

much to offer. However, it must be said that, with regard

to the Bleeding Lance, no really satisfactory analysis has

yet been made. This is because the lance is a conundrum.

Its closest parallels – and its most certain origins – are in

pagan tradition, yet it has a close enough resemblance to a

purely Christian symbol for it to have required precious

little alteration to accommodate it within the Christian

framework. To discover why this was so, we need to delve
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much more deeply into the pre-Christian mythological or

religious sources – not to find out what they mean to the

self-obsessed modern mind, but to learn what they meant

to those for whom the heathen religions and their

concomitant philosophies were the stuff of everyday life

and thought.

This means looking much further afield than the

pagan Celtic world, further even than the traditions of the

Germanic peoples with whom the Celts were largely

coterminous; though these will obviously constitute the

primary basis of this investigation, along with the Christian

ideas with which the Grail legends have been overlaid. It

will be seen that the tradition from which those of the

Celts and Germans sprang, the religion and cosmology of

the earlier Indo-European-speaking peoples, not only

helps to explain much that has hitherto been a puzzle, but

provides something of a clue to the mechanism that

allowed the improbable dovetailing of Christian tradition

and pagan myth in the Grail romances. In this, the nature

and function of the Bleeding Lance is of central

importance.

The Bleeding Lance in the romances

As we shall see, the romances themselves are remarkably

consistent in their descriptions of the lance, in contrast to

their treatment of the central object, the Grail, which

appears variously as a dish, a chalice, and even as a kind of

precious stone, depending on the intentions and

understanding of the author. With regard to the Bleeding

Lance, the only regular textual discrepancies involve the

amount of blood, which is depicted as a stream, a single
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drop, three streams, or three drops – a relatively minor

point – and the gender of its bearer, who is usually male,

and only rarely female; again, this is only a minor

discrepancy, and one that is not really worth examining,

except to say that a male bearer is certainly the more

appropriate. The First Continuation to Perceval has the

blood running from the lance into one vessel, through a

pipe into another vessel, then along a channel, out of the

room and out of sight, an arrangement that is sometimes

seen as an alchemical reference, though it seems much

more likely to be meant as a simple device to account for

the fact that an endless flow of blood somehow never

manages to fill the Grail.

Sometimes, it is not the Grail that is placed in

conjunction with the Bleeding Lance, but another vessel;

and sometimes it is difficult to tell if the vessel in question

is the Grail or not. This confusion has vexed some

scholars, but it is not really important, as it can be

accounted for by the need to distinguish between the

various holy vessels associated with Christ in popular

tradition, and by variations in the mythological sources for

the Bleeding Lance and the Grail. There is no need, as one

scholar has done, to postulate two different prototypes for

each of the central objects, and explain the discrepancies

as an attempt to distinguish between the two pairs. As far

as the lance is concerned, there is only one original, or a

series of cognate originals, which encompass both of the

allegedly distinct qualities of the two types proposed by

that writer.

The lance does occasionally appear in scenes

other than the procession in the Grail Castle, normally in
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explanatory episodes or stories precursive to the actual

quest. There are also differences of opinion among the

romancers as to the lance’s origin, sometimes the result of

some almost desperate narrative contortions aimed at

providing the lance with some kind of acceptable religious

background. On the whole, though, its appearance is more

or less the same from one romance to the next. The

origins of the lance, or at least its immediate sources in

Celtic tradition, require a close scrutiny of the descriptions

given in these texts; but they are fairly easily dealt with –

although the implications are somewhat more labyrinthine.

According to the earliest known and most

influential version of the legend, Chrétien de Troyes’

unfinished late twelfth-century romance Perceval, ou le Conte

du Graal, the Bleeding Lance is paraded through the Fisher

King’s hall ahead of the Grail:

Everyone in the hall saw the white lance with its white head; and a

drop of blood issued from the tip of the lance’s head, and right down

to the boy’s hand this red drop ran.1

Perceval watches the procession intently and with

curiosity, but fails to ask what it all means, with dire

consequences. His failure to ask about the lance, Chrétien

tells us, is as critical as his failure to ask about the Grail. In

fact, Chrétien makes it perfectly clear that, at least in his

version of the story, the Bleeding Lance is of equal

importance to the Grail, and that young Perceval should

actually have asked two separate questions – one each for

Grail and lance – not one question, as seems to have been

supposed by the majority of those who followed Chrétien

in the genre; although asking only one of the questions

would have been sufficient to greatly improve the
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condition of the king and his land.

Later in the same story, when Gawain, as a kind

of penance, is ordered to go in search of the Bleeding

Lance, he is told of a prophecy concerning it:

And it is written that the time will come when the whole kingdom of

Logres, which was once the land of the ogres, will be destroyed by that

lance.2

In his romance Parzival, the early episodes of

which are largely taken from Chrétien’s story, Wolfram

von Eschenbach describes a page bearing a ‘Lance from

whose keen steel blood issued and then ran down the

shaft to his hand’3; the equivalent episode of the so-called

Didot Perceval has a ‘youth who bore a lance, and it bled

three drops of blood from its head’4; while the version in

the related Welsh romance Peredur Son of Efrawg, collected

in the Mabinogion, tells of ‘a spear of incalculable size with

three streams of blood running from the socket’5.

As we might expect of a genre that deals with

chivalry and martial deeds, lances are mentioned

frequently in the Grail romances. But this particular lance

is no ordinary weapon, as its proximity to the Grail alone

intimates. Chrétien and his Continuators tell us that

Perceval’s fateful failure to ask a pertinent question of the

Fisher King concerns the Bleeding Lance as much as it

does the Grail itself. In the First Continuation to Perceval, it

is Gawain who does manage to ask the king about the

lance, and the Waste Land is partly restored as a result.

The king tells him that it is the very lance with which Jesus

Christ was pierced in the side by Longinus at the

Crucifixion. It will bleed perpetually, until the day of

Judgement6. The author of the Third Continuation adds
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that the blood from the lance is the blood of Christ

himself7. This explanation is reiterated, with variations, in

other romances, such as the Estoire del Saint Graal in the

‘Vulgate Cycle’, and the Didot Perceval8; and right at the

beginning of Perlesvaus9.

The First Continuation of Perceval describes the

lance as it is seen by Gawain:

And just then, at the head of the high table, he saw a lance with a

head as white as snow. It was propped upright in a rich silver vase,

with two candles burning before it, shedding a great light in the hall.

From the tip of the head sprang a trickle of blood which ran down

the lance and into the rich basin. All around the lance, right down to

the grip, were traced the paths of the drops as they fell into the vessel.

But no matter how much it bled, the vase would not be filled, for the

blood passed through a large and splendid pipe of dazzling green

emerald into a channel of gold, which, by a brilliant and ingenious

plan, flowed out of the hall – but he could not see where to. When

Sir Gawain saw this he said to himself that he had never seen such a

marvel, and he was astonished by the lance, which was made of wood

and yet bled.10

Given the frequent association of the Grail and

the lance with the fertility of the land, this seems to be an

overtly sexual image, rather than a subtle reference to

conventional Christian iconography. Wolfram is almost

casually explicit on this point. The Bleeding Lance of

Parzival is not said to be the weapon that wounded Christ,

but is instead that which pierced the Grail King Anfortas

between the thighs, the lance of a heathen opponent, and

which is thus not a specifically Christian artefact at all. His

genital wounding is basically a harsh, summary

punishment for disobedience: Wolfram tells us that the
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Grail customarily chose those whom its servants were to

marry, but the king had loved a woman who was not of

the Grail’s choosing. His crime can therefore be construed

as being sexual in nature, with an appropriate, if extreme,

retribution meted out through a heathen agent11.

Moreover, according to Wolfram’s account, the same

weapon is periodically inserted into the king’s unhealing

scrotal wound in order to ease his pain, in what amounts

to a grotesque parody of the sexual act. This procedure is

implemented when the ailing king’s pain is exacerbated by

frost, at times that are determined by certain astrological

factors, particularly the cycles of the moon and Saturn,

two heavenly bodies whose cycles are linked, according to

astrologers.

They had to place place the Lance in the wound – one pain relieved

the other – and so it was reddened with blood… Since the venom on

the spear-head is known to be hot, it is laid on the wound at those

times.12

In the Grail Castle adventure of Heinrich von

dem Türlin’s Diu Krône, a ‘highly ornate’ spear is held over

a golden bowl, into which ‘through the power of God’ fall

three drops of blood from the spearhead13. Perlesvaus (Le

Haute Livre du Graal) has two maidens side by side, one

carrying the Grail, the other bearing the lance. As they

pass before Gawain, he sees a child in the centre of the

Grail, and three drops of blood fall on to the table. When

they pass before him once again, he sees the Grail ‘high up

in the air’, and above it ‘a crowned king nailed to a cross

with a spear thrust in his side’14. Although it is not baldly

stated to be so, the spear is presumably meant to be the

same as or analogous to the Bleeding Lance. The Vulgate
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Queste del Saint Graal describes the lance being held

‘upright over the Vessel so that the blood running down

the shaft was caught therein’15.

The Holy Lance in Christian tradition

What – to echo the question expected of the questing

knight – is the meaning of all this? Certainly, the Perlesvaus

version is essentially in keeping with conventional

Christian imagery, and the association of the lance with

Longinus accords with apocryphal Christian tradition. But

the insertion or conjoining of a lance and chalice is not a

part of Christian ritual, nor is the use of the lance as

described in Parzival. Greek Orthodox ritual does utilise a

small, model spear, or a knife shaped like a lance, to cut up

or symbolically pierce the communion bread, in imitation

of the spearing of Christ; it is not inserted into a chalice or

used with wine in any way, although it is carried in

procession with the chalice, like the lance in the Grail

Castle. However, this ritual use appears at around the

same time as the first Grail romances were written down.

Roman Catholicism, the official religion of the medieval

romancers, does not employ a lance in any of its rites.

Chrétien’s death prevented the completion of

Perceval. At present we can only speculate as to the nature

of Chrétien’s plan for the eventual resolution of his

romance, and whatever rôle the lance and Grail were to

play in it: his Continuators all seem to have assumed that

the lance was to be identified with the weapon used to

strike Christ as he hung on the Cross, a reasonable enough

assumption in that pious day and age. But, as Leonardo

Olschki, who sees Chrétien’s romance essentially as an
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allegorical story of redemption from the error of heretical

belief, remarks concerning Perceval:

The whole ‘procession’ in fact takes place in a completely secular

setting. There is no cross, no liturgical gesture, not one single religious

figure, to accompany the supposed relics of Christ’s Passion. From

the ecclesiastical and orthodox point of view, the procession is even

sacrilegious…16

Or is it simply based on a ritual or ritualistic scene

from a non-Christian tradition? Olschki flatly refuses to

concede that there is any heathen content in Perceval,

preferring instead to distinguish between secular

ceremonial and Christian ritual themes. This is decidedly at

odds with the evidence, which overwhelmingly indicates

that the literary sources for the Grail tradition are the

mythological or heroic texts of pre-Christian Britain and

Ireland, or even heathen Scandinavia. And even those

sources that were committed to writing in the Christian

era still bear the unmistakeable hallmark of an older

religious outlook. It also seems that, in the genre as a

whole, the lance and certain other objects are given an

assuredly Christian identity and are endowed with

symbolic Christian qualities; and the place of the Holy

Lance in popular Christian tradition is undeniable.

Olschki’s stern analysis, by equating what appears to be a

popular, heterodox Christian theme with wilful heresy or

theological error, and denying the undeniable pagan

identity of Chrétien’s sources, becomes a meaningless

exercise. Basically, he is looking at the romance from the

wrong perspective.

While it is not a part of Roman Catholic

ceremonial practice, its symbolic presence in Orthodox
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rites gives the Holy Lance a certain ritual respectability;

and, of course, it has an impeccable, if unenlightening,

New Testament pedigree. John 19:34 gives the sole Biblical

reference to the spearing of Christ:

But one of the soldiers with a spear pierced his side, and forthwith

came there out blood and water.

Apocryphal tradition is rather more elaborate.

According to later legend, the soldier was a blind

centurion named Longinus, whose spear-thrust was

motivated by mercy and compassion. The blood and water

from Christ’s body splashed onto his hand, and when he

wiped it across his eyes his sight was restored, following

which he became a Christian, even a martyr. Plainly, the

character of Longinus is partly based on the centurion

mentioned in the other Gospels, whose only function is to

affirm the divine nature of the victim; rumour and the

need for miracles has supplied the rest, though there may

be other factors, as we shall see. The supposed discovery

of the Holy Lance at the siege of Antioch in 1098, at a site

revealed to a Provencal cleric in a vision, ensured a high

profile for the legend during the period in which the Grail

romances were composed. A spear alleged to be the Holy

Lance came into the possession of the Abbot of St

Maurice in the Valais, and was formerly a component of

the German Imperial Regalia; it is not clear if it was the

one discovered at Antioch.

Verse 183 of the Chanson de Roland, composed in

the late eleventh-century – about the same time as Perceval,

though it is not certain which came first – places the head

of the Holy Lance in the hilt of Charlemagne’s sword,

Joyeuse:
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You know the lance – for oft we’ve heard the tale –

Which pierced Our Lord when He on cross was slain:

Carlon possesses the lancehead, God be praised!

In the gold pummel he’s had it shrined and cased17

Since Charlemagne flourished a good three

centuries before the putative Holy Lance was officially

discovered, his acquisition of the lancehead was a rare

achievement indeed. Still, the Chanson de Roland does, like

the Grail stories, illustrate the abiding popularity of the

tradition, if not historical accuracy. In any case, the

insatiable demand for holy relics resulted in a host of

medieval fakes, frauds, and forgeries, and many relics were

‘discovered’ more than once, and sold to the gullible and

the desperate just as often. A multiplicity of Holy Lances

would not have been at all remarkable.

However, it is virtually certain that Chrétien’s

romances were based on pagan Celtic heroic and

mythological tales, so it is reasonably safe to suppose that

the Bleeding Lance was derived from a Celtic original.

The spear of Lugh

R.S. Loomis – who describes the Continuators’

identification of the Bleeding Lance with the spear of

Longinus as ‘natural, but absurd’18 – has put forward a

strong case for it being the spear of the Irish divinity

Lugh, a multi-talented individual with a strong solar

aspect, who was also venerated in Gaul and Britain. His

argument represents a near-reversal of his earlier opinion

that two different lances could be discerened in the Grail

romances, one bleeding and the other fiery, corresponding
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to phallic and meteorological symbolism respectively,

derived from a hypothetical distinction between the two

types in Irish tradition19. His case for the Bleeding Lance

being derived from the spear of Lugh is based largely on

the idea that the knight’s visit to the Grail Castle resembles

Conn’s visit to the palace of Lugh in The Phantom’s Frenzy,

though the spear is not mentioned in that story; and the

observation that an account of the Fisher King’s maiming

given in the Suite du Merlin has much in common with The

Fate of the Children of Tuirenn, which describes how Brian

and his two brothers acquired the spear – the red spear

forged by Gavidon (Goibniu) the divine smith, according

to another Irish story, Balor and his Grandson – on Lugh’s

behalf as restitution for their murder of Cian, his father.

The Suite du Merlin tells how Balaain comes to the

castle of King Pellehan, and is attacked by the king.

Running off in search of a weapon, Balaain finds a table,

on which a lance is inserted head-downward into a vessel

made of gold and silver. Balaain seizes the lance and drives

it through Pellehan’s thighs, then replaces it. The castle

walls collapse, trees fall, and the land’s crops and people

die, so that the realm becomes known as the Waste Land.

A loud voice announces that the innocent will be punished

for Balaain’s double sin. The Suite du Merlin does not say

that the lance bleeds before this Dolorous Stroke; nor is it

said to bleed after the blow. Fanni Bogdanow discussing

the relationship between various branches of the genre,

and their bearing on this question in the context of a

putative lost version of the Grail story – remarks that

it is not without significance that the Lance which is traditionally

represented as bleeding does not do so before the Dolorous Stroke,
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and is said to be bleeding in the final scene at Corbenic.20

The complex textual problems with which

Bogdanow is concerned are not really at issue here,

however. What is important is that the lance that pierces

Pellehan is the same as the lance that is later said to bleed

or drip with blood – and they patently are one and the

same, as is the case in Parzival. Pellehan (Pelles, Pelleam,

Pellinore) is derived from the Welsh divinity Beli Mawr, a

shadowy figure who was also associated with a great spear;

the few surviving scraps of his myth allow little in the way

of further investigation, but he is almost certainly

identifiable as the widely-venerated Celtic deity Belenos,

whose name denotes brightness, indicating a strong solar

aspect, perhaps a more definite connection with Lugh

than is currently apparent. Beli seems originally to have

been the brother of Bran – although in the extant tradition

he is an ancestor – who has been generally accepted as one

of the mythical figures used as a model for the Fisher

King.

According The Fate of the Children of Tuirenn, Lugh

forces Brian and his two brothers to go on a number of

errands, including a journey to the palace of King Pisear of

Persia to acquire a supernatural spear. Pisear is killed by

Brian after the latter has demanded the weapon, which is

said to be kept head down in a cauldron of water that

bubbles with the spear’s heat. Brian takes the spear and

eventually delivers it to Lugh. Loomis does not mention

that in one version of the story the spear is the gai Assail,

an infallible weapon that would kill and return to its owner

at a spoken command, like Thor’s hammer. According to

what is probably the earliest extant version of the story,
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the spear is one of the weapons provided for Lugh by the

‘three gods of Danann’, who seem to have been a triad of

divine craftsmen, among whose number may originally

have been Balor, Lugh’s most renowned opponent, who is

also one of his forebears.

Altogether, Loomis presents a rather convincing

argument, a strong case that is bolstered further still by his

reference to two early Irish texts in which a fiery spear,

identifiable as that belonging to Lugh, is plunged into a

cauldron of poison or poisonous blood to keep it sedated

and prevent it from harming those around it. The spear in

question is attributed to a certain Cetchair son of

Uthechar, who is a very interesting character indeed in the

context of this investigation, and he and his burning spear,

correctly identified with that of Lugh by A.C.L. Brown21

and mentioned as such by Loomis in his study of 1927 –

but somewhat surprisingly left unexplored by the latter in

his later study of the Grail – are definitely worth a much

closer look.

In The Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel, the spear is

in the possession of one Dubthach Dóeltenga. The one-

eyed seer Ingcél Cáech, a member of the force about to

attack the hostel, looks into the building to find out what

is happening within and sees, among many other strange

and remarkable things, a fearsome trio of armed men in

one of the apartments:

The man in the centre had a great lance, with fifty rivets through it,

and its shaft would be a load for a team of oxen. He brandished the

lance until sparks as big as eggs all but flew from it, and then he

struck the butt against his palm three times. Before them was a great

food cauldron, large enough for a bullock, with an appalling dark
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liquid. If the lance was not quench quickly, it blazed up over its

shaft – you would have thought there was a roaring fire in the upper

part of that house.22

As Ingcél’s colleague Fer Rogain explains to the

waiting band of warriors:

And the lance that was in the hand of Dubthach, that was the Lúin

of Celtchair son of Uthechar that was found at the battle of Mag

Tured. Whenever the blood of enemies is about to flow from the lance,

a cauldron full of venom is required to quench it: otherwise, the lance

will blaze up in the fist of the man carrying it, and it will pierce him

or the lord of the royal house.23

Here, the blood of its user’s enemies is said to

‘flow from’ the lance, though this is probably just a

straightforward poetic reference that could apply to any

weapon dripping gore in the aftermath of battle; although

the three blows on its butt administered by Dubthach

remind one obliquely of the three drops of blood that

stain the Bleeding Lance. Mention is made of its being

‘found’ at the Second Battle of Mag Tuireadh, where Lugh

himself fought, indicating that the weapon is in fact his

spear, perhaps even hinting that Dubthach himself has

some deeper connection with Lugh. In The Intoxication of

the Ulaid, the weapon is once again to be found in the

possession of Dubthach, ‘on loan’, as the story puts it.

Further details of the nature of the spear and the cauldron

of blood are given in the following extract from that tale:

When its ardour came upon the spear, he gave the butt a blow

against the palm of his hand, and a bushel full of fiery sparks broke

out along the point and the blade. Before him was a cauldron of dark

blood, a dreadful pool of night made through druidry from the blood
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of dogs and cats and druids, and the head of the spear was submerged

in the poisonous liquid whenever its ardour came upon it.24

The Lúin (‘lightning’) of Celtchair, then, is almost

certainly Lugh’s spear – according to the Irish tales it

roars, struggles against its restraining thongs, and flashes

with fire, and from it, it is said, blood sometimes flows –

which is kept in a cauldron of sorcerous, poisonous blood

to keep it subdued, and which, if unchecked, will do harm

to its user or to his king. This fits in well with what we

know of the Bleeding Lance of the Grail Castle, and of its

rôle in inflicting a sterilising genital injury upon the Fisher

King. The wounding of the Fisher King is paralleled by an

injury ascribed to Celtchair himself, referred to in The Tale

of Macc Da Thó’s Pig. Celtchair rises to challenge Cet son of

Magu for the right to the ‘hero’s portion’, but is promptly

shamed into sitting down again when Cet responds by

telling how Celtchair was wounded, and in what part of his

anatomy the injury was sustained:

I arrived at the entrance to your house once; there was screaming and

everyone came to the door and you with them. You cast your spear at

me, but I cast another spear at you so that it pierced your thighs and

your testicles. Since then you have fathered no sons or daughters.

What could bring you to challenge me?25

To all this it should be added that Gawain’s quest

for the lance, mentioned earlier, bears a close resemblance

indeed to the errand of Brian and his brothers in The Fate

of the Children of Tuirenn, in that it, too, appears to be a

service demanded as a compensatory payment for a killing.

Lugh’s fiery spear can also be equated with the

weapon known as the gáe bulga, wielded by his natural son
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Cú Chulainn, who has, in turn, been identified as a source

for Gawain and his adventures26. A similar spear belongs

to an Irish divinity related to Lugh, his grandfather, Dian

Cécht, a god of healing and medicine; which may help to

account for the use of the lance to soothe the Grail King’s

wound in Parzival, and the healing properties of the blood

on the lance in the Queste del Saint Graal. As we shall see,

the god of the spear is associated with healing springs in

Gaulish iconography, and one of Lugh’s many skills was

that of the healer.

A flaming spear of great size is associated with the

gigantic hero Mac Cécht, a king of the Tuatha Dé Danaan

– to be more exact, a consort of one of three goddesses

representing the land of Ireland – who may be a

euhemerised form of Dian Cécht; though any true

relationship is far from being clear. Mac Cécht’s spear is

described as dubderg drúchtach, ‘black-red and oozing’,

which may refer to the dripping of blood. It does seem,

though, that the spear was at one time Lugh’s primary

attribute, perhaps ultimately responsible for his epithet

lámhfhada, ‘of the long hand’.

These weapons are lightning-spears, as T.F.

O’Rahilly27 and others have demonstrated – the weapons

of gods, and the destroyers of gods; weapons that kill at a

distance, often taking many victims with one thrust before

returning to the owner’s hand. Sometimes, they are

described as metal bars or rods, as in one version of

Lugh’s killing of Balor, but are usually said to be very hot.

As such, they are generically related to Arthur´s sword

Excalibur – originally the Irish caladbolg, ‘lightning-sword’

– and other famous flaming or radiant blades. But what is
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the lightning-spear of the Celtic gods doing in the Grail

Castle; and why does it bleed? Although it is hinted at,

Lugh’s spear is never actually said to bleed in the manner

of the lance in the Grail Castle.

Its presence is, as Loomis rightly supposes, due to

its association with Lugh. But there is much more to it

than a matter of simple association. As Loomis himself

notes, the spear is not present in the otherworld palace of

The Phantom’s Frenzy, the extant Celtic tale that comes

closest to the adventure in the Grail Castle – Peredur, itself

based on Chrétien’s Perceval, excepted. It is, of course,

possible that Chrétien has inserted the relevant part of The

Fate of the Children of Tuirenn into his account – against

which it must be said that the theft of the weapon, the

crux of the Irish tale, is absent. There is also the small

matter of Lugh himself – where is he in the adventure of

the Grail Castle?

Obviously, the Celtic sources have been greatly

altered during their transition into romance; but it still

seems odd that one of the central figures has apparently

gone missing. Celtchair may be an allomorph of Lugh, and

he does indeed resemble the Fisher King in more ways

than one, so he is certainly a good candidate; but he is a

rather minor figure in Irish tradition as a whole, and in any

case, The Intoxication of the Ulaid and The Destruction of Da

Derga’s Hostel, despite being set largely in otherworldly

hostels and displaying certain features in common with the

romances, do not resemble the adventure at the Grail

Castle very much at all. Having said which, it must be

admitted that the descriptions of Celtchair and his weapon

are indeed very suggestive of the Fisher King and the
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Bleeding Lance. In fact, a dim reflection of Lugh does

appear by name in Arthurian literature, as Gawain’s father,

Loth – the genre thus retaining the familial relationship of

Lugh and Cú Chulainn. Unfortunately, this Loth is usually

a rather vague figure, little more than a mere presence

whose character does little to clarify matters.

There remain only a few vague hints at a Welsh

version of the events of The Phantom’s Frenzy; and Lleu

Llaw Gyffes, the Welsh reflex of Lugh, who, if the

Mabinogion and other references are anything to go by, was

greatly diminished by the time Welsh tradition was first

committed to writing. Lleu is not portrayed as the wielder

of a remarkable spear, but his first, false death is brought

about with a magically-constructed one – it took a year to

make it, and the work could only be done during Mass on

Sundays, according to the tale – and he does use a spear to

avenge himself upon his rival and would-be murderer,

Gronw Pebyr.

The magical spear in Celtic and Germanic tradition

For the Celts under Roman rule, Lugh (as the Romano-

Celtic god Lugos) seems to have been associated primarily

with the raven, and was even shown in triplicate form – as

the three Lugoves of Lyon, where he was also associated

with shoe-making, like Lleu in the Mabinogion story of Math

Son of Mathonwy. Curiously, the emblematic spear is

generally conspicuous only by its absence from

archaeological finds that can be definitely linked to the

god.

However, it seems clear enough that the Celts,

under Rome at least, attached a great deal of significance
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to the spear. Actual or model spears are found as votive

offerings in a number of Romano-British temples – six

model spears were discovered at the temple at

Woodeaton, Oxfordshire, for instance – and as votive

deposits in lakes and rivers. It is difficult to guess at their

context: the spears are bent out of shape in a manner fairly

typical of the sacrifice of real weapons and other objects

by the Celts, and also the Germans. At a guess, they may

be simply the offerings of warriors, tokens given to the

gods in exchange for success and good luck in battle, as

Classical sources suggest, but their purpose remains

obscure. On carvings and statues of spear-wielding

divinities, the usual dedication is to Mars, and sometimes

Jupiter; although in general the Interpretatio Romana is not

especially helpful in identifying the particular Celtic

divinities concerned. On the other hand, there are a

number of relics that may be significant here.

For example, the French site of Mavilly, on the

Côte d’Or, was centred upon a healing spring that seems

to have been especially concerned with eye-disease: a

stone pillar from the Mavilly complex portrays a divine

pair consisting of a male warrior with shield and spear, and

a goddess. A relief from Alesia shows another divine

couple. They are seated, with the female figure holding a

cornucopia and a patera, while the male holds a spear and a

vessel of some kind. There is nothing to link these divine

pairs, and others like them, to Lugh, except for a broad

similarity to Lugh and the Sovereignty of Ireland, who

may even then have been imagined as a natural pairing;

but the association of a spear-god with a healing spring

and eye-disease in one case, and a goddess with emblems
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of fertility and plenty in the other, imply that the spear had

some specific iconographic function, one that may be

relevant to the imagery of the Grail romances, when

filtered through the influential myths and hero-tales

discussed herein. A number of similar groups include

wine-jars, and items that suggest a viticultural theme. We

are on much firmer ground with a number of images of a

spear-holding Mercury, the Roman deity who has been

most closely identified with Lugh by modern scholars,

though Apollo has also been associated with that Celtic

divinity.28

The spear is featured prominently on the Bronze

Age rock-carvings of Scandinavia, particularly those to be

found in Sweden. Contexts vary, from a number of

everyday hunting scenes and what look like battles or

mock combat, to a depiction of what seems to be a flight

of spears, at Uppland; a group of horned men wielding

spears in what looks like a ritual or game of some kind,

involving ships, at Bohuslän; tiny human figures holding

immense spears, at Ostergötland and Bohuslän; and a

large figure, probably a god with a spear, surrounded by

ships and animals, again from Bohuslän. There is a

possibility that some of these scenes portray actual

ceremonies, which perhaps utilised enormous ritual spears.

Ceremonial spears, sometimes marked with runes, are

known from early medieval Scandinavia and England, in

connection with the cult of Odin – concerning whom

there is much more to be said below – in whose name

human sacrifice was made using a spear and noose

simultaneously, as indicated by Gautrek’s Saga, where an

unfortunate king is tricked into putting a noose round his
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neck in the belief that he is engaging in a mock sacrifice;

Gelling and Davidson believe there to have been a

significant degree of continuity between the putative

Bronze Age rites and the later cult29.

Archaeological evidence then, is inconclusive, yet

suggestive. The most that can be said is that the spear, its

widespread military use aside, did have some meaning in

Romano-Celtic iconography, but its significance is difficult

to grasp; and that it – like the sword and other objects,

domestic utensils as well as military equipment – was

frequently given by the Celts as a sacrificial offering to the

gods, often in post-combat rituals that involved immersing

the weapon in a body of water, a type of sacrifice also

practiced by the ancient Germans. The exact form of

those rituals is anyone’s guess, though some clues can be

gleaned, perhaps, from the extant Celtic texts and from

Arthurian literature. Likewise, any connection between

these practices and the mythology or cult of Lugh so far

remains tantalisingly conjectural. The spear is an obviously

masculine symbol, as its appropriately phallic shape and its

martial function both indicate; but its presence in contexts

that suggest neither a military nor a sexual purpose implies

that it was not purely a symbol of masculinity. Textual

evidence suggests that the spear was seen as the

appropriate means of human sacrifice, owing to its

appearance in myth as an instrument of deicide, a function

from which may derive the apparent use of the spear as an

emblem of kingship by the Merovingians, and possibly by

those who followed them as rulers of the Franks.

Glenys Goetinck30 agrees that the Bleeding Lance

is largely derived from the spear of Lugh, but she extends



Grail and Cosmos

67

the analysis to encompass those romance episodes in

which Perceval kills the Red Knight, just prior to

beginning his own career as a knight, by spearing him

through one eye. Goetinck sees this as a rendering of

Lugh’s slaying of his other grandfather, Balor, at Mag

Tuireadh; and she also discusses the parallels between

Lugh and the hero Finn, who is involved in a similar

adventure. Usually, Balor’s terrible, death-dealing eye is

said to have been pierced by Lugh’s tathlum, a kind of

slingshot; but he is sometimes said to have used his spear

to kill his grandfather. She also cites the Welsh Culhwch and

Olwen, where Culhwch kills the one-eyed Ysbaddaden by

hurling a poisoned spear into his eye, as a possible source

of this episode. The romances do not identify Perceval’s

spear with the Bleeding Lance, but it does seem plausible

that there should be some relationship, however

attenuated it may have become. However, this association

of the spear with a one-eyed man brings us to another

mythical figure who may be of some importance here.

I have suggested elsewhere31 that the gap left in

Welsh tradition by the diminution of Lugh (as Lleu Llaw

Gyffes) was probably filled by a ‘foreign’ god, either the

Old English Woden or his Scandinavian cognate, Odin;

and that this addition to the ‘native’ corpus – in

connection with a revival or genesis of the cult of Bran –

may have exercised a profound influence upon the later

traditions pertaining to the Grail. In the present context, it

is significant that the spear was probably the most

important emblem of that Germanic god, relating to

Odin’s weapon Gungnir, which has retained traces of

properties very similar to the spear of Lugh.
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Odin’s association with this spear was strong

enough to earn him the title geirs dróttin, ‘Lord of the

Spear’, and the nicknames Hnikar and Hnikuð, both

meaning ‘Thruster’, and Gungnis váfaðr, ‘Gungnir’s shaker’;

and to inspire the wearing of miniature spears as pendants

among his followers, in the same way that Christians wore

the Cross, or devotees of Thor wore hammer-shaped

amulets. According to the poem Hávamál, Odin was

pierced with a spear as he hung for nine nights upon the

World Tree – an image which may have some relationship

to Gawain’s vision in Perlesvaus – and has a superficial

resemblance to the crucifixion of Christ.

I know that I hung on the windswept tree

for fully nine nights,

wounded by a spear, given to Odin,

myself given to myself…

With bread they did not bless me, nor the horn…32

Traditionally, battles were said to be inaugurated

by the god hurling his spear above the assembled armies,

in accordance with its function as a cause of strife. It is

known that the Celts and Germans thought of warfare

partly as an act of worship, a religious activity in which the

slain and their weapons constituted a sacrifice to the

appropriate gods. Chiefly, however, Odin’s spear can be

associated with a more conventionally sacral usage. Snorri

Sturluson’s Ynglinga Saga asserts that Odin, here

euhemerised as a mortal king, was marked with a spear-

point on his death-bed, in the belief that it would enable

him to go to the world of the gods – so explaining a ritual

by means of which aged, ex-combatant warriors could join

those who had fallen in battle as members of Odin’s army
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of the eternally-carousing dead in Valhöll, ready for the

final battle and the ensuing destruction of the old cosmic

order.

Odin died in his bed in Swithiod; and when he was near his death he

made himself be marked with the point of a spear, and said he was

going to Godheim, and would give a welcome there to all his friends,

and all dead in battle should be dedicated to him; and the Swedes

believed that he was gone to the ancient Asgaard, and would live

there eternally. Then began the belief in Odin, and the calling upon

him… Odin was burnt, and at his pile there was great splendour. It

was their faith that the higher the smoke arose in the air, the higher

he would be raised whose pile it was…

…the Swedes believed Njord ruled over the growth of seasons and the

prosperity of the people. In his time all the diar or gods died, and

blood-sacrifices were made for them. Njord died on a bed of sickness,

and before he died made himself be marked for Odin with the spear-

point.33

In each case, the deceased is cremated, like the

Red Knight in some Grail romances – where Perceval’s

treatment of his victim’s corpse hints at a crude attempt at

dismemberment, an important element of Indo-European

sacrificial myth and ritual, a motif that occurs in significant

contexts elsewhere in Arthurian literature, including one

incident involving a flaming lance that can only be

extinguished by blood. Cremation is a commonplace

method of dealing with sacrificial victims, human and

animal, as well as the correct procedure for disposing of

the bodies of witches in the Middle Ages – not the

prescribed means of their execution, which was generally

hanging or drowning. But it may also, perhaps, be an

oblique allusion to the fiery quality of the lightning-spear,
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a pointer to the most appropriate weapon for disposing of

a divine being.

Odin has on occasion been linked to the blind

god Höðer, who was tricked by Loki into killing Odin’s

son Balder with a spear or dart made from misteltoe.

several of Odin’s numerous nicknames – Blindr, and

Tvíblindi, ‘twice-blind’, for instance – suggest that he was

sometimes regarded as being blind, in addition to his usual

portrayal, as the more familiar one-eyed god; and certain

of his other names, such as the epithet Báleygr, ‘flame-

eyed’, also imply that Odin was sometimes imagined as

having a baleful or fiery gaze. It is not impossible that

various elements of this popular Scandinavian myth, with

its superficial resemblance to the Passion of Christ, were

assimilated to the New Testament account of Christ’s

spear-wound, so producing the medieval legend of the

blind centurion Longinus.

Unfortunately, there is no surviving tradition to

suggest that the spear Gungnir was kept in a cauldron or

any other kind of vessel – the spear of Lugh, on the other

hand, was kept during peace-time in a draught made from

poppy-seeds, to keep it quiescent; and what is very

probably the same spear was, as we have seen, kept in a

cauldron of poisonous blood. Nor is there any extant

source that definitely places Gungnir in the presence of

any other kind of sacred or magical vessel. While Odin

does possess a rather Grail-like cauldron, Eldhrímnir, it is

not mentioned in conjunction with his spear; but perhaps

it would have been taken for granted by the Scandinavian

poets and religious functionaries, and their equivalents

elsewhere in the Germanic world, that the god and his
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emblematic spear would be present together at the eternal

feasting in Valhöll.

The Welsh traditions relating to Bran, as

preserved in the Mabinogion, the ‘Taliesin’ poems, and the

Welsh Triads, refers to a wonderful cauldron – with a

certain similarity to the one in the myth of Odin – but not

to a magical spear. Bran is wounded in the foot by a

poisoned spear in the course of his devastating war against

the men of Ireland, of course; but this does not occur in

the presence of the cauldron. The spear-wound does

strengthen ties between Bran and Odin (and also Lleu),

but takes us no further toward a solution to the problem

of the Bleeding Lance.

Spears are mentioned often in the Welsh texts,

almost always in military, rather than ritualistic, contexts –

the eulogies to Urien Rheged, attributed to the semi-

legendary bard Taliesin, are a good example – which is

only to be expected, given their widespread use among the

Celts in general, and among the northern Welsh in

particular, a use attested as late as the twelfth century by

Giraldus Cambrensis, who states that the inhabitants of

Gwynedd are notable for their exceptionally long spears34.

A poem in the Black Book of Carmarthen attributes to

Taliesin, in conversation with Myrddin, mention of seven

spears oozing blood, in what seems to be a garbled version

of Chrétien’s prophecy that the Bleeding Lance is destined

to destroy Logres. Associated with these spears is one

Peredur mab Elifer Gosgorduavr, who is possibly related

to the Peredur mab Efrawg Iarll of the Mabinogion

romance35.

Back in Ireland, The Boyhood Deeds of Finn tells



Alby Stone

72

how, during a battle between the warriors of Finn’s father

Cumall and those of his enemy Uirgriu, the latter’s

grandson Aed lost an eye when he was speared by Luchet,

who was himself slain by Aed:

Aed was the name of the son of Dáire

until resplendent Luchet wounded him;

because the bold spear had wounded him,

he was called Goll.36

This is a virtual reversal of the confrontation

between Balor and Lugh. The latter is represented by

Luchet, while Aed, ‘Fire’, is transformed into Goll, ‘One-

eyed’, by the wound. Later in the tale, Finn himself kills

another Aed, the son of Fidach, with a spear named Birga,

borrowed from Fíacail. This Aed is an otherworld being,

who is killed when Finn hurls Birga into a síd. Finn then

gives a woman hostage for the return of the spear, and she

says:

The spear is poison,

the hand that threw it is poison;

unless it is thrown out of the síd,

plague will seize the land because of it.37

This echoes Chrétien’s prophecy and that of

Taliesin: a venomous spear destined to destroy or lay

waste a land. Finn and the human Goll are reconciled,

according to The Reason for the Battle of Cnucha, but there is

more than a suspicion that the otherworldly Aed is slain as

the human Aed ought to have been, to avenge the death

of Finn’s father at Cnucha. Alternatively, if Luchet is a

reflex of Lugh, then Finn mac Cumall – an allomorph of

Lugh, the same being under a different name, is in reality
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exacting revenge for ‘his own’ death. On the whole, it

seems that the adventures of Finn represent a garbled

retelling of earlier, mythic material, heavily euhemerised, in

which events and characters have been changed around.

This impression is supported by the relatively late date (the

thirteenth century) of the Finn stories compared to the

other Irish texts cited above.

Fire, blood, and wine: the Indo-European heritage

At this stage of the investigation, it becomes more

profitable to look elsewhere in the Indo-European world

for clues to the essential nature of the Bleeding Lance, and

the underlying factors that helped to determine its final

merging with the Holy Lance of Christian tradition. The

Greek historian Herodotus, writing in the fifth century

BC, describes a number of Scythian beliefs and customs,

including this oath-taking ceremony:

When Scythians swear an oath or make a solemn compact, they fill a

large earthenware bowl with wine and drop into it a little of the blood

of the two parties to the oath, having drawn it either by a prick with

an awl or a slight cut with a knife; then they dip into the bowl a

sword, some arrows, a battle-axe, and a javelin, and speak a number

of prayers; lastly, the two contracting parties and their chief followers

drink the mixture of wine and blood.38

This ritual obviously has much in common with

the conjunction of lance and Grail, as well as significant

differences from it. The major difference is that the

Scythian rite is essentially a religious legitimisation of a

legal process, emphasising and reaffirming the Scythians’

strong sense of corporate identity and social solidarity;
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while the parade in the Grail Castle seems to be concerned

with beginning a restorative process that involves other

important themes, particularly that of sovereignty or

kingship. That the Scythians’ chief god was concerned

with war – he was specifically identified with Ares by

Herodotus – can be discerned from the martial nature of

the objects dipped into the bowl. The ritual seems also to

be a process of consecration, in the same way that Thor’s

hammer was used to bless weddings, and a spear used to

dedicate elderly ex-warriors to Odin. The mingling of

blood is basically a means of creating an artificial blood

relationship between the oath-takers, and so between their

followers: in the Scythian social context, this means that

the two parties effectively become one, and are thereafter

theoretically united, and of a common purpose.

Herodotus also reports that the Scythian war-god

was represented by an ancient iron sword of Scythian

manufacture, fixed hilt-downward to a large wooden

platform; blood collected from human sacrifices was

poured over its point as an offering. According to the

second-century Greek poet Lucian, however, the sword

did not merely represent the god; effectively, it was the

god. He explains that the Scythians worshipped the Wind

as the source of life, and the Sword because it is the source

of death.

It is known that the ancient Celts had a good deal

of contact with the Scythians; but it seems more pertinent

here to suggest that the Scythian practices and the scenes

in the Grail Castle both derive from an ancient Indo-

European tradition. There have been attempts to prove

closer links between the Scythians and Arthurian tradition,
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however. In recent years, C. Scott Littleton39 has devoted

considerable energy attempting to demonstrate that the

core of Arthurian tradition, including the Grail cycle,

derives from the heroic myths of the Iazyges, a Sarmatian

people, closely related to the Scythians, who came to

Britain in fairly large numbers as members of the Roman

occupying armies, and who were apparently forced by

changing political circumstances to settle permanently.

Littleton’s hypothesis is flawed and, in the final analysis,

rather weak – but he does at least draw attention to the

striking similarities that can be found between the

Arthurian and the ‘Scythian’ traditions.

One Scythian belief, discerned by Bruce Lincoln40,

that may be of great significance here is the idea that wine

and blood are alloforms of one another – that is, they are

different forms of the same substance. If the Scythian rites

and the ‘Grail Ritual’ are – however distantly – related, it is

hardly surprising that the latter came to be equated or

confused with the Eucharist, which is concerned with a

mystical change of wine into blood. It would then follow

that, if the weapon and the god are also one and the same,

then the blood that drips from the lance is the blood of

the god himself.

The equation of blood with wine is made in a

ninth-century Persian text, Zad Spram, which discusses the

sacrifice and dismemberment of the primordial ox of pre-

Islamic Iranian myth, and the creation of food-plants from

its body:

And this too is said: ‘From blood is the action of the vine.’ Since the

vine is itself blood, it is of a plant’s nature and is a helper for the

healthy nature of the blood.41
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A similar equation is made in Snorri Sturluson’s

Skáldskaparmál, in the Prose Edda, in the course of an

interesting account of the origin of the mead of poetry:

The origin of it was that the gods had a dispute with the people called

Vanir, and they appointed a peace-conference and made a truce by

this procedure, that both sides went up to a vat and spat their spittle

into it. But when they dispersed, the gods kept this symbol of truce

and decided not to let it be wasted, and out of it made a man. His

name was Kvasir, he was so wise that no one could ask him any

questions to which he did not know the answer. He travelled widely

through the world teaching people knowledge, and when he arrived as

a guest to some dwarfs, Fialar and Galar, they called him to a

private discussion and killed him. They poured his blood into two

vats and a pot… They mixed honey with the blood and it turned

into the mead whoever drinks from which becomes a poet or scholar.42

This mead eventually becomes the property of

some giants, and is ultimately stolen from them by Odin,

who thus becomes the patron and source of poetry and

inspiration. Here, there is an explicit correspondence

between blood and mead, and the latter is then associated

with Odin. It begins with an oath-taking ceremony that

has a similar form to that of the Scythians, includes the

changing of blood – shed in what is evidently a ritual

killing – into mead, which ends up as the property of the

‘Lord of the Spear’.

There is no suggestion that the Scythian rite and

the creation of mead as recounted by Snorri are immediate

sources for the events in the Grail Castle, but they do

suggest an old Indo-European ideological or philosophical

framework in which the mystery of the Bleeding Lance

may be better understood. A further pointer to this is seen
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on the Gosforth Cross, a Viking Age sculpture from

Cumbria, which shows a scene generally interpreted as

Christ on a tree, blood pouring from a wound in his side,

with Longinus and his spear below. Now this

interpretation depends entirely upon the supposedly

Christian context – it is, after all, a picture on a cross in a

churchyard. Next to ‘Longinus’ stands a female figure with

a pigtail, holding a drinking-horn. This woman alters the

situation dramatically, for she is a clear example of a type

of figure, usually interpreted as a ‘valkyrie’, that is found in

pagan sculpture of the Viking Age. On the Gosforth Cross

she has – rather weakly – been identified as Mary

Magdalene, waiting to collect the blood of Christ; but that

blood is actually pouring down toward ‘Longinus’, rather

than toward ‘Mary’; which is in accordance with the legend

of Longinus but leaves the woman otherwise functionless.

Is this a genuine Crucifixion scene – or Odin, sacrificing

himself to himself, as it says in Hávamál, with a valkyrie in

attendance?43

Alternatively, the horn-bearing woman may be

intended to represent a Scandinavian version of the

goddess Sovereignty, who serves Conn with ‘red ale’ at

Lugh’s palace in The Phantom’s Frenzy. In Norse tradition,

Odin is associated with such an individual, Fjörgyn, who is

identified with the earth in general, and the land of

Norway in particular. Any resemblance to the female

Grail-bearer may not be entirely accidental.

The equation of blood with wine is not the only

significant factor. The Old English Rituale Ecclesiae

Dunelmensis, which lists the ‘eight pounds from which

Adam is made’, includes this line:
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A pound of fire, from that the blood is red and hot.44

This notion is reiterated in another Old English

poem, the Dialogue of Solomon and Saturn. Lincoln45 notes

that this diverges from the usual Indo-European liquid

homology of blood with water, the mutual fluidity

replaced by the qualities heat and redness as a basis for the

homology of blood and fire. Fire, the god Agni, according

to the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, was created by Brahma

through a sexual act, masturbation likened to the rubbing

of fire-sticks. Agni is also known as Apam Napat, the

‘Child of the Waters’, said in the Rig Veda to be ‘clothed in

lightning’46. Indeed, Apam Napat is lightning, Agni in the

form of fire from the clouds. In fact, Apam Napat is also

explicitly identified with Agni, as the sacrificial fire.

Echoes of this theme of fire in water occur in

ancient Iran, where the xvarenah – which means, literally,

‘solar matter’ – a kind of fiery halo or radiant quality

attributed to kings, was hidden in a lake, according to the

Avesta; in Ireland the Well of Nechtan contained a deadly

source of radiant heat; and in ninth-century Scandinavia

we find a kenning for fire that literally means ‘kin of the

sea’, sävar nidr. The Iranian version of Apam Napat is

instrumental in hiding the xvarenah; while the name Nechtan

and the term nidr are etymologically related, as is the name

of the Roman god Neptune, to Napat, from an Indo-

European *nepot-, usually denoting a grandchild, nephew,

or niece – more specifically, the child of a daughter or

sister. The kinship aspect is not really of relevance here,

although it does echo the ties that are said to exist between

the Fisher King and the questing knight, in accordance

with Celtic and Germanic custom, along with a number of
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other kinship ties between characters discussed here: what

is important is the idea that fire, particularly in the form of

lightning, is related to, and contained in, water47. Thus,

Arthurian legend sometimes tells how Excalibur –

originally the Caladbolg, the lightning-sword – was obtained

from the Lady of the Lake, and almost all accounts of

Arthur’s death assert that it was ultimately returned to its

watery source, a motif paralleled by Iron Age votive

deposits of weapons in rivers and lakes.

In a practical context, the forging of the lightning-

spear naturally requires fire, intense heat; while at a later

stage its tempering requires water. The creativity of the

smith, as Mircea Eliade48 has shown, has certain sexual

overtones, palpably related to the way metals were

perceived as growing in the matrix of the earth, which may

have some relevance to the Bleeding Lance in the Grail

Castle. The spear is itself a potent phallic symbol, just as

water symbolises femininity; and in agricultural folklore

lightning is widely regarded as a fertilising agent, basically

because lightning generally occurs with rainstorms. One

version of the Indian creation-myth states that the first

man’s semen became the sun; and we have seen that

Brahma’s semen became the fire-god, Agni. Eliade49 has

also drawn attention to a wide range of texts from ancient

India and Iran in which semen is seen as homologous with

solar and spiritual light, noting that the xvarenah is itself

seminal in nature. Elsewhere in Indo-European tradition,

semen is usually equated with water.

Jaan Puhvel rightly identifies the interaction of

fire and water as a crucial aspect of Indo-European

creation mythology:
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Fire and water are archetypally antithetical in the physical world and

in human perception alike. In the former their incompatibility is

relentless, but in the mind of mythopoeic man it has created its own

dialectic of conflict resolution that is reflected in ancient tradition.

Fire and ice/water were both present in Norse cosmogony and

eschatology alike. ‘Fire in water’ is a theme that recurs in Indo-

Iranian, Irish, and Roman lore, in a complex mythologem of clear

Indo-European relevance.50

The homologies outlined above form only a small

part of a vast and complex series of analogies and

correspondences that permeate Indo-European thought

and belief, from the earliest times to the Middle Ages, and

beyond. At their root is an archaic creation myth, which

tells how the first humans were a set of twins, or a two-

fold being, who appeared from the reaction of fire with

water; one twin killed the other, who thus became the

archetypal sacrificial victim, the first of and subsequently

king of the dead, and thus the very first king; and created

the structures of the cosmos from the separated parts of

his body. As Scandinavian myth records, Odin – the

sacrificer, along with his two brothers – made seas and

lakes from the blood of Ymir, the primal giant. This, as

parallel Indian texts and traces from other Indo-European

traditions confirm, was the first sacrifice, the primordial

ritual. Irish, Norse, and Iranian sources add a parallel

sacrifice, of a primal bull or cow, to this, from whose body

food-plants and herbs were created – including the vine, as

we have seen.51

The fire of the lightning-spear is a manifestation

of the radiant heat of the sun, which is the essence of

blood, and of the semen representing creative virility. So,
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the lance in the Grail Castle is white and hot, and drips

blood; it is inserted into, or held over, the Grail, in which

the blood collects. The blood, in turn, is an alloform of

mead or wine, an identification that is also a central tenet

of Christian theology. The basis of all this is the ancient

Indo-European tradition of the first sacrifice, which is

itself the notional template for all subsequent Indo-

European sacrificial ritual, and thus a central theme of

Indo-European religions and myths. The myths of Brân,

Odin, Lleu, Ysbaddaden, and so on, indicate a belief that

the correct way to sacrifice a divine or royal being is by

employing the lightning-weapon, which embodies the

sacrificial fire. Thus, in Perlesvaus Arthur is attacked by a

Black Knight with a flaming lance that can only be

quenched by the king’s blood:

The head of the lance was huge, and it burned with a great flame,

sinister and terrifying, which reached right down to the knight’s

hand… [The Black Knight] smote the king on the boss of his shield;

the burning blade pierced the wood, rent the sleeve of the hauberk and

tore into his arm: the king felt the burning of the wound and was

filled with rage, while the knight drew out his lance and rejoiced in

his heart to see the king wounded. But the king in his dismay was

astonished to see that the knight’s lance was no longer burning.

‘Sire,’ said the Black Knight, ‘have mercy on me now. Never could

my lance be quenched until it was bathed in your blood.’ 52

Arthur, however, is not in a merciful mood, and

his enemy is killed. After this the Black Knight’s corpse is

dismembered and carried off, piece by piece. Arthur is

then told that this is because only the Black Knight’s

blood can cure his wound. In the Middle Ages it was a

commonly-held belief that some wounds could only be
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cured by the weapon used, or by the blood of the

assailant; and this idea seems to be at the forefront here.

All the same, it is interesting that the wielder of the

lightning-spear is here subjected, after his death, to the

same treatment as the primordial sacrificial victim in

archaic Indo-European myth.

The lightning-weapon, be it sword or spear, is the

emblem of kingship among the gods – who share its heat

and radiance – just as its earthly representation is among

men; it is, by its very nature, associated with the sun –

hence the intense heat generated by Cú Chulainn during

his battle-rage, making him so hot that he had to be

plunged into three successive tubs of water to cool him

down. Compare, too, the flaming eye of Odin and the

baleful eye of Balor; and the solar attributes of Gawain –

who, incidentally, is pierced by a flaming lance in an

episode of the Vulgate Lancelot – and the radiance that

seems to have given Lugh his other name, Find (from

*vindos, ‘white’, an element also found in the name of

Lugh’s allomorph Finn mac Cumall; Lugh may be from

*Lugos, ‘Bright’, but it is more probably from loûgos,

‘raven’). It is also the weapon by which they die; and the

embodiment of their virility which, when it is abused or

profaned, is withdrawn. Joseph Nagy sees the magical

spear of Irish tradition, particularly in the hands of Finn,

as a means of gaining access to, and acquiring knowledge

of, the otherworld. It is ‘an instrument for opening the

síd’; it can ‘enter, harm, and manipulate the supernatural

realm’53. This is exactly what it is: a divine weapon that can

cross between worlds, driving through the boundaries that

divide them; the burning, deicidal lightning-spear, an
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embodiment of sacrificial fire, that can only be quenched

by the divine blood of gods and kings, by the principle of

homoeopathy.

Conclusion

At the very least, this analysis indicates just how the

integration of Celtic and Germanic tradition with the

Eucharist, and the attendant doctrine of

Transubstantiation, the mystical transformation of wine

into blood that retains the outward form of wine, would have

been facilitated; and how easily the relics of the

Crucifixion became merged with the accoutrements of the

appropriate heathen deities. Although there is no ‘Passion’

of Lugh to match those of Christ, Bran, and Odin, __the

ritualistic false-death of Lleu may point to the one-time

existence of such an episode in that god’s career, as may

the wounding of Gawain mentioned above. Nikolai

Tolstoy54 asserts that the Mabinogion story of Lleu’s ‘death’

does in fact represent a full version of this putative

episode, which he sees as a typically Indo-European

‘three-fold’ death. There are advantages to be gained by

accepting this argument – not least of which is the

consequent disappearance of the need to look outside the

strictly Celtic tradition for clues as to the sources for Lleu

and his myth – but it must be objected that if survived in

Wales as a complete episode of the god’s life, it would

surely have done so in the more conservative Irish

tradition.

My own opinion, already stated above, is that the

legend of Bran as it has survived, and thus the figure of
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the Fisher King, probably represents a Welsh adoption of

Odin, modified to suit archaic Celtic notions of ideal

kingship – so that his lost eye is restored, an irreversible

mutilation replaced with a wound that can be healed, a

reflex of his spear-wound or perhaps a reference to

whatever obscure tradition left him with the nickname

Jálkr, ‘Gelding’55; this filled the gap left in British tradition

by the increasingly otiose Lleu. In itself, this would not

have presented too many difficulties for the native

Britons: there are many grounds for believing that Lugh

and Odin are only mildly divergent personal

representations of the same socio-religious quality or

function56. The presence of the lightning-spear, its place

and rôle in the tradition, are explicable in that context: as

both attribute and alloform of the god, as well as the

weapon used to sacrifice him to himself.

It must also be stressed that the Bleeding Lance

often has a crucial rôle as a catalyst in the various

narratives. In Parzival and the Suite du Merlin it effectively

begins the adventures, by being used to wound Anfortas

and Pellehan; in the Queste del Saint Graal its blood heals

the Fisher King, thus concluding the adventures of the

quest; while in Peredur it is an instrument of vengeance.

Its destructiveness, and the consequences of its use, are

matched only by its creative and curative properties. In

fact, Bogdanow57 believes this functional symmetry to be

essential to the basic framework of her postulated ‘Post-

Vulgate Queste’, a ‘lost’ romance she has painstakingly

pieced together from fragments and traces discernible in

various other romances. This notional symmetry accords

well with the themes explored here, just as they in turn
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clarify much that is otherwise inexplicable concerning the

Bleeding Lance and its place in the Grail romances.

Olschki’s assertion that ‘the bleeding lance, the

luminous vessel and the silver platter are all mere

appearances which have no practical role to play and are

not used for any form of worship’58 is accurate enough in

the context of orthodox Christian practice; but in the

context of the Grail romances and their indubitable

origins in the pagan religions of northern Europe – origins

that are, indeed, ultimately to be found in archaic Indo-

European tradition – it is an absurd statement. The Grail

romances are, it is true, stories from a devoutly Christian

age, the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and they

necessarily reflect the age of their composition, in

accordance with the religious persuasion of their authors

or redactors – who may indeed have held heretical beliefs,

or were perhaps even covertly pagan; but they are not

primarily stories about Christianity, nor are they in any

sense Christian theological texts.

Certainly, in itself the Bleeding Lance does not in

any way derive from Christian tradition, even though it has

become identified with one of its most potent and popular

symbols. It is the lightning-spear of ancient Indo-

European myth: in the transition to romance, its fire has

turned to blood, in accordance with the cosmological

beliefs of the tradition from which it sprang. ‘How the

fiery spear of Lug came to possess the mysterious attribute

of bleeding, one can only guess,’ wrote R.S. Loomis in

1963, going on to suggest that ‘possibly it was suggested

by the fact that in two Irish descriptions of what is surely

the same spear its head was plunged in a cauldron of
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blood’59. A solution to this problem has been outlined

here. Furthermore, it has become apparent that the

identification of the spear of Lugh with the Holy Lance is

not as absurd as it might at first seem.
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The Questing Beast
and Other Cosmic Dismemberments

Introduction

Medieval Arthurian literature is not merely a varied and

uneven collection of epic poems and fantasy prose. It is

simultaneously a reflection of the attitudes of the society

and time in which its redactors and authors lived, and the

repository of a part of the ancient, pre-Christian traditions

of the peoples of north-western Europe – traditions that

were still current in some areas during the period in which

the genre flourished, and still a relatively recent memory for

the inhabitants of the British Isles, Scandinavia, and

Germany. The more popular heathen traditions were

certainly enshrined in folklore and transmitted orally from

one generation to the next, as shown by the number of

essentially pagan rites and beliefs that have survived,

surprisingly little altered, to the present day, particularly in

rural areas; but in Ireland and Wales, and in the
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Scandinavian countries, especially Iceland, many traditions

of a more formal nature – myths, poems, and epic hero-

tales – were written down and preserved for posterity,

sometimes by representatives or officials of the Christian

faith itself.

Modern scholarship, from the late nineteenth century

to the present day, has shown beyond doubt that many

elements of medieval Arthurian romance were derived from

such sources, and that a number of old Celtic gods became

transformed into the characters who populate the medieval

tales. Scenes from heathen myth, and archaic religious

themes, were filtered through thirteenth-century culture,

and merged with novel chivalric ideals and motifs from

popular Christian legend. Consequently, through the often-

transparent veil of Christian allegory and the labyrinth of

contemporary narrative devices, we often catch sight of

something much older and more primitive. At times, such

glimpses are as inexplicable as they are unexpected, and

even the most unpromising scene can sometimes conceal an

item of rare interest.

Concerned as it is with the adventures of various

members of a warrior aristocracy, the Arthurian genre is

necessarily punctuated by acts of violence. Magic and

mayhem are the order of the day, for the most part. Battles

and single combat occur with appropriate regularity, and

their portrayal is very often both explicit and realistic, in

stark contrast to the formal, stylised interplay of courtly life

and love that is often to be found, and to the pious

Christian sentiments routinely attributed to the main

sympathetic characters, who are often devout to the point

of being irksome, especially in the later romances. Such
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violent action is, in the circumstances, only to be expected,

and it is unremarkable in itself; a medieval audience would

have taken the most extreme carnage in its stride as easily as

it would a pious sermon, and probably found it infinitely

more entertaining. But there is another kind of violence to

be found in the romances, strange acts of extravagant

brutality that seem both gratuitous and inexplicable even in

the context of war, violently surreal episodes that ultimately

can only be fully understood in terms of the substance of

those pre-Christian traditions from which the matter of the

romances has been largely drawn.

The thirteenth-century romance Perlesvaus – also

known by its subtitle, Le Haut Livre du Graal – includes two

such episodes: the dismemberment of the creature known

elsewhere as the ‘Questing Beast’; and the similar treatment

meted out to a Black Knight killed by Arthur. It is these

two incidents – although there is a third example, a less

dramatic but rather grisly, ritualistic episode involving

infanticide and cannibalism, which will be looked at in

passing – that provide the core of the present study. In

Perlesvaus itself, the former is explained as a Christian

allegory, an explanation that, when examined closely, seems

facile and spurious even in comparison with other examples

of the unorthodox and eccentric application of theology

that plagues the romances; and a cursory and unsatisfactory

attempt is made to justify the dismemberment of the Black

Knight, but it is still not actually explained in full.

Both incidents appear to be based, ultimately, on a

particular motif from archaic myth and its ritual

counterpart, and can be elucidated satisfactorily only in

terms of that mythical event and its religious and
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cosmological significance. However, an examination of the

slaughter of the Questing Beast, and its ancient prototype,

may show how easily and understandably the idea of

Christian allegory came to be attributed to the elements of

the older tradition by the unknown author. The

dismemberment of the Black Knight, on the other hand,

has no discernible Christian resonance, but its mythological

connotations are of great significance and crucial to an

understanding of both episodes.

The Questing Beast

The first of the two episodes from Perlesvaus that are to be

examined is the curious incident in which an unusual beast,

‘as white as new-fallen snow, bigger than a hare but smaller

than a fox’, is savagely torn to pieces in a woodland

clearing, by her own newly-born offspring.

The sequence of events begins when Perceval, who is

riding alone, appropriately enough, deep in the Lonely

Forest, comes upon a beautiful glade, in the middle of

which stands a red cross. At one end of this clearing sits a

handsome, white-clad knight, who is holding a golden

vessel; while at the opposite end is a maiden, also dressed in

a white garment – though hers is flecked with gold – and

likewise bearing a golden vessel.

Into the glade comes the snow-white beast, terrified by

the noise made by the ‘litter of twelve in her belly which

were yelping like a pack of dogs’; she runs first to the seated

knight, then to the maiden, but the creatures inside her do

not allow her to rest for very long, so she turns last of all to

Perceval. He prepares to go to her aid, but is warned by the

knight not to interfere, but to ‘leave her to her own destiny’.
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The white beast then goes to the foot of the cross, where

the twelve dogs are born. These dogs attack her, and tear

her to pieces; but they are unable to eat her flesh, nor can

they get her body away from the red cross. Having so

savagely killed their mother, the dogs leave the glade, and

the knight and maiden place some of the torn flesh in their

vessels, along with some of the animal’s blood. The pair

worship the place at the foot of the cross where the beast

died, then take their leave.

When they have gone, Perceval too pays his respects

to the cross, and to the place where the beast met her

bloody end, but his devotions are interrupted by the arrival

of two priests, who tell him to leave the cross. One priest

kisses and worships the cross, but the other pushes him out

of the way, and beats the cross with a stick, weeping as he

does so. The pair refuse to tell Perceval why they are acting

in this way, so he too departs.1

Later, Perceval is told that the white beast represents

Jesus Christ, while the twelve dogs are the ‘Jews of the Old

Law’, who were responsible for crucifying Christ and

abusing his body; the knight and maiden together represent

‘the deity of the Father, who will not suffer the flesh of the

Son to be diminished’. The faithless and ungrateful Jews, he

is told, will always be subject to those of the New Law. The

two priests, it is said, treat the cross in such contrasting

ways because it was the instrument of Christ’s suffering and

death, and because that suffering ‘redeemed those who

loved Him from the anguish of Hell’; one priest rejoiced at

the possibility of salvation brought by the Crucifixion, but

the other wept for Christ’s agony.2

This explanation – given by Perceval’s uncle, the
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Hermit King – is in part a fairly basic piece of medieval

bigotry, not dissimilar to other antisemitic sentiments found

elsewhere in Arthurian literature. In the context of medieval

antisemitism, such distasteful exegeses are both typical and

unremarkable, so the nature of the Hermit King’s discourse

is not at all unusual. In this instance, though, the

explanation looks rather contrived. To characterise Christ as

a pregnant bitch seems, as R.S. Loomis remarks, ‘the last

word in extravagance and bad taste’3. However, the

elucidation is certainly clever: medieval Christendom did,

after all, reckon the entire Jewish people to be collectively

guilty of Christ’s murder; and the litter of twelve dogs can

indeed be seen as corresponding to the twelve tribes of

Israel. White is a colour closely associated with Christ in

Christian iconography; and the gathering of flesh and blood

is surely suggestive of the Eucharist, in which the Jews do

not participate.

All the same, the Hermit King’s explanation is

theologically unorthodox: the Church of Rome did not, and

does not, recognise such a pairing as representative of the

‘deity of the Father’. Among the female saints, only the

Blessed Virgin Mary has been accorded anything remotely

resembling divine status, but even that is a cautious nod to

her widespread popularity. The rationalisation of her cult

has required some serious theological juggling over the

centuries, and such doctrinal innovations as the Immaculate

Conception came about as a response to her high profile

rather than being a cause of it. The Virgin may intercede on

our behalf, and was supposedly free from sin in her birth

and life, as befits her position; but although her person

possesses great sanctity, she is not really divine in herself,
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nor does she represent any being but herself. Only Christ

and his mother are ever iconographically represented as a

pair, usually as mother and child, and they are sometimes

pictured with Joseph, as a trio; but it would, in this case, be

wholly inappropriate to identify the white-clad couple of

Perlesvaus with Christ and the Virgin.

The only female figures that might conceivably fit into

a theologically correct Christian interpretation of this scene,

in any meaningful way, are actually to be found in the Old

Testament and Jewish tradition: one possible candidate is

the figure of Wisdom, who in The Wisdom of Solomon seems

actually to be a personification of that quality, rather than a

divine or mythical character in her own right – though there

is a suspicion that she may be a leftover from the Hebrews’

pre-monotheistic days – and another is the Shekinah, the

Theophany or earthly presence of Yahweh, feminine in

appearance, who does not occur together with him to form

a pair, but is rather an essence that is his representative or

his sign. These are figures that have retained a vestigial

function in Christianity, but would certainly not have been

imagined as separate aspects of God in the orthodox

theology of the thirteenth century, when only three such

qualities were recognised: the Father, the Son, and the Holy

Spirit – all of which are perceived as distinct aspects of a

masculine being that is simultaneously singular and triune.

Obviously, some allowance must be made for the license

demanded by an allegorical tale – and many medieval

allegories are fantastic indeed – but this particular

symbolism does not really harmonise with the explanation

given. Obviously, Perlesvaus is not a theological tract; but the

knight and maiden form an incongruous image.
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The beating of the cross is another image not found in

conventional Christianity. The cross was popularly and

universally worshipped: and any ill-treatment of it would

have been seen as a heretical act. Indeed, at the trials that

immediately preceded the dissolution of that order early in

the fourteenth century, the Knights Templar were charged

with – among many other remarkable and unlikely things –

trampling and defiling the cross, ‘in contempt of Jesus

Christ’4, an allegation that is surely one of several reasons

why some have chosen to see the hand of the Knights

Templar at work in the pages of Perlesvaus, as well as in

other medieval romances concerning the Grail5.

The doomed ‘Questing Beast’ of Perlesvaus appears to

be a version of the hybrid creature of that name that

appears elsewhere in Arthurian literature; in, for example,

the thirteenth-century Suite du Merlin and in Malory’s

fifteenth-century collation Le Morte d’Arthur, the first four

books of which are based on that romance. It is difficult to

tell which version of the Questing Beast is the earlier, as

Perlesvaus and the Suite du Merlin appear to be more or less

contemporary. The former may be as early as 1203-1213,

but its date is uncertain, perhaps even as late as 1250,

though the most authoritative views place it in the first

quarter of the thirteenth century; while the latter seems to

have been composed around 1235. On the whole, it is

probably safe to say that Perlesvaus is the earlier of the two

romances, and that its Questing Beast is therefore the older

of the two kinds, adapted in accordance with the needs of

the later narrative.6

The Questing Beast of La Suite du Merlin and Le Morte

d’Arthur is seen by Arthur soon after the incestuous liaison
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at which Mordred is conceived. To take his mind off a bad

dream, Arthur goes out hunting in the forest and sees a

hart, which he follows for some distance. Eventually his

horse dies from exhaustion, and the hart escapes, so he sits

down by a fountain to await a fresh mount. As he sits there,

he hears a sound like the barking of thirty pairs of hounds,

but the noise is found to emanate from the belly of ‘the

strangest beast that ever he saw or heard of’, that comes to

drink at the spring. When the beast leaves, Arthur falls

asleep, but is disturbed by a knight – identified as King

Pellinore – who asks him for news of it. Pellinore takes

Arthur’s new horse, and rides off in search of the creature.

Arthur sits again, and is deep in thought when Merlin

comes along, first as a boy and then as an old man, and

reveals to the king the secret of his birth and the truth of

his recent dalliance with the wife of Lot of Orkney: she is

his own half-sister. Later, we are told, King Pellinore is to

be succeeded as the beast’s pursuer by Sir Palomides, the

Saracen knight, whose search for it is the subject of other

stories.7

Far from being a representation of Christ, this later

Questing Beast is the offspring of the Devil by a princess

with incestuous designs upon her own brother, who rejects

her advances and is subsequently accused of rape by her,

acting on advice given to her by the Devil in exchange for

the pleasures of her body. The unfortunate prince is

unjustly executed by being eaten alive by dogs, but the

princess is eventually put to death herself when the truth is

found out8. With a bit of an effort it can be seen how this

Questing Beast might be compared with the gentle victim

of Perlesvaus, but that creature is identified with Christ, and



Alby Stone

102

to equate the two animals would be wholly inappropriate:

the later beast is, as its context and hybrid nature intimate –

it is a curious combination of leopard, snake, lion, and hare

– a symbol of incest, specifically representing the illicit

coupling of Arthur with his half-sister Morgan la Fay, a

union that resulted in the ill-starred birth of Mordred. The

only things it definitely has in common with the tragic

animal of Perlesvaus are the barking noise emanating from its

belly, the ‘questing’ or yelping from which it gets its name,

and the woodland setting of the adventures in which it

appears; but perhaps its disparate bodily parts can be

viewed as an echo of the violent division of the body of its

unfortunate predecessor.

This Questing Beast obviously has much in common

with those elusive animals, often white stags, that appear

elsewhere in Arthurian legend, leading impulsive knights to

enchanted realms and magical adventures. But their

function is radically different from the white beast of

Perlesvaus; although it could be said that that creature is one

of the many harbingers of the quest for the Grail, and it

might even be allowed that it helps lead Perceval to a

Christian understanding, its function is to die a terrible

death. There is also a hint of the otherworldly white, red-

eared hounds of Welsh tradition, like those of Pwyll Prince of

Dyfed in the Mabinogion, although they are hunters rather

than quarry, in the Questing Beast described in Perlesvaus;

which is also reminiscent of the popular Celtic theme of the

human or divine being pursued by hunters while in animal

guise, such as the Wild Boar of Gulban, the pigs of Oengus,

and the eagle shape assumed by Lleu Llaw Gyffes. One is

irresistibly reminded of the Greek myth of the huntsman
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Actaeon, turned into a stag and torn to pieces by his own

hounds after gazing upon the naked form of the goddess

Artemis as she bathed. However the later Questing Beast

meets its end, it is certainly not torn to pieces in the same

way as the Questing Beast of Perlesvaus, and so its fate does

not concern us here.

The Black Knight

The second Perlesvaus episode of interest – though it actually

occurs much earlier in the romance than the episode of the

Questing Beast – begins with an unprovoked assault upon

Arthur, who has just been warned by a hermit of the

probability of being attacked in the forest, by a Black

Knight bearing a huge lance, burning ‘with a great flame,

sinister and terrifying’. In the course of their struggle Arthur

is badly wounded in the arm, upon which the Black

Knight’s lance is extinguished. The Black Knight then

excuses his behaviour by saying that the fiery weapon could

only be extinguished by Arthur’s blood. This explanation

cuts no ice with the enraged king, who puts the Black

Knight to death. Having overcome his assailant, Arthur

leaves the scene of the combat, but as he is riding away a

number of other knights – ‘twenty or more of them’ –

appear and ride up to the corpse. A maiden, whom the king

had met earlier in another part of the forest and had left

sitting under a tree, runs up and tells him to fetch her the

dead knight’s head; but the knights are already hacking the

corpse to pieces. Each of the newcomers takes a piece – ‘a

foot or an arm, a leg or a hand’ – and makes off, but Arthur

catches up with the knight who has taken the head, which

he is given in exchange for telling who it was that had killed
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the Black Knight. This unfortunate knight is slain by his

companions for unwittingly allowing Arthur to escape, and

his body is also cut up and carried away piecemeal. The

maiden heals Arthur’s arm by anointing it with blood from

the Black Knight’s severed head, which she keeps for

herself.9

The author of Perlesvaus gives only a partial explanation

for this bizarre sequence of events. The Black Knight’s

head is to be used by the maiden to redeem a castle, but the

rest of this episode is not given any kind of elucidation in

the text, other than when the maiden tells Arthur that the

body was cut up and carried away so that his wound could

not be healed – ‘you would never have been cured without

the blood of this knight’ – which still does not explain the

wholesale dismemberment of the Black Knight. Surely it

would have been easier, even taking into account the

dream-like logic of the romance, for the knights to have

taken the body way in one piece? It would surely have taken

as much time to strip a dead knight of his gear as it would

to carve up a corpse in full armour. Presumably, the Black

Knight was fully-equipped; and if he was not, then the

dismemberment is equally unnecessary. For all practical

purposes, the butchery is gratuitous.

On the other hand, the use of the Black Knight’s

blood to heal Arthur’s wound would doubtless have been

understood by the medieval audience, as there was a

popular belief to the effect that a wound could be healed by

the person who inflicted it, or by applying the weapon used;

and blood seems to have had general healing properties

attributed to it10. Even so, it must be objected that cutting

up the Black Knight’s body would have provided an ample
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supply of blood with which to effect a cure, thus defeating

any point that the dismemberment might have had. Again,

the knight who gave Arthur the severed head is

extraordinarily naive – who, finding a dead knight in a

clearing and then being addressed by a strange warrior with

a wounded arm and splintered shield, would not have put

two and two together? – while his death and

dismemberment at the hands of his less-gullible comrades,

an immediate copy of the Black Knight’s fate, could have

had no such purpose. Plainly, the healing property of blood

is used here to rationalise the dismemberment rather than

to explain it.

On the face of it, the episode of the Black Knight has

only two features in common with that of the Questing

Beast. Both events take place in remote forest glades; and

both involve dismemberment, followed by the removal of

the victims’ remains. There are also what appear to be

important differences: in one case the deceased is an animal

who is the victim of unprovoked assault, whereas in the

other it is a human aggressor who is killed and cut to pieces.

But the burning lance, and the dismemberment of its

owner, are derived from an older tradition. One interesting

feature of the two scenes is an apparent reversal of rôles for

a figure recognisable from Celtic myth: the couple dressed

in white who witness the death of the Questing Beast and

take away its flesh and blood bear a strong resemblance to

the Irish god Lugh and the goddess representing the

Sovereignty of Ireland, as they are portrayed in the tale Baile

in Scáil (The Phantom’s Frenzy); while the Black Knight’s

blazing lance signifies that he could be a manifestation or

surrogate of Lugh himself.
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The Black Knight is not dissimilar to the ‘rider on a

pure black horse dressed in pure black brocade, with a

standard of pure black linen on his spear’11 who guards a

forest clearing in the Welsh tale Owein, although that

particular black knight is not dismembered after being

mortally wounded by the eponymous hero; Owein is given

directions by a huge, one-eyed, one-legged, black man with

a great iron spear, who sits on a mound. Another one-eyed

black man, the Black Oppressor, is killed by the hero of

Peredur Son of Efrawg. Neither of these one-eyed black men

are dismembered, however. The struggle of Owein with the

black horseman has been interpreted by some as an archaic

motif representing the victory of a solar deity over a storm-

god12; and as the episode of the Black Knight in Perlesvaus is

patently based partly on Owein or an equivalent tale, it

would follow that Arthur’s victory could also be so

interpreted. As it is, that interpretation is rather too

simplistic, and does not explain the mystifying

dismemberment.

Lugh’s presence in the two episodes will be discussed

at greater length later in this study. For the moment, it is the

apparently senseless dismemberment of the Questing Beast

and the Black Knight that requires explanation. The

dismemberment of the Questing Beast was at least

accorded some sort of purpose by the author of Perlesvaus,

even if that purpose raises questions in turn; but the similar

treatment of the Black Knight seems pointless, an exercise

in gratuitous carnage, with no contextual necessity. The

source of these episodes, and explanations for the problems

they raise, can be found – as is so often the case with

Arthurian literature – in the traditions of the pagan Celts
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and their Indo-European cousins.

Sacrifice and ritual dismemberment in Celtic tradition

It is possible to see the dismemberment of the Questing

Beast and the Black Knight as misinformed interpretations

of the kind of ‘druidic’ sacrifices described by Pliny the

Elder, and various other Classical writers. In Pliny’s famous

account, a pair of white bulls are sacrificed at the foot of an

oak, after mistletoe has been harvested with a golden sickle

by a white-clad priest, and caught in a white cloak13. The

poet Lucan describes Gaulish woodland altars ‘furnished

with hideous offerings’ and trees ‘sanctified with human

blood’14. It is clear enough that early Celtic religious

observance was closely associated with the forest, and that

rites were performed in groves and glades. Trees, of course,

were widely venerated in pre-Christian Europe – as

representations of the axis mundi and as manifestations of

divine beings, such as the thunder-gods Jupiter and Thor,

who were especially associated with oaks – and the Celtic

experience of the once-vast forests of northern and central

Europe must have been a further contributory factor in

their inclination toward the practice of ritual and sacrifice in

woodland clearings.

Pliny’s classic account of a druidic ritual suggests an

association of bull and tree that appears to be borne out by

the sculptured groups depicting the tarvos trigaranus, ‘the bull

with three cranes’. The tarvos trigaranus is shown in

connection with a divine woodcutter, sometimes named as

the god Esus; and a relief from Trèves shows this god

felling a tree from which grows the head of such a bull,

suggesting a sacrificial theme.15
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Pliny also implies that the bull-sacrifice he describes is

concerned with promoting fertility. About a thousand years

after Pliny, Gerald of Wales writes of a coronation rite in

Ireland, in which a white mare is dismembered and the

pieces boiled in a cauldron. The king is then immersed in

and partakes of the resulting broth16. In Gerald’s account,

the new king has sexual intercourse with the mare prior to

the sacrifice, perhaps indicating – if Gerald’s report is to be

trusted – that the Irish rite is also designed to promote or

symbolise fecundity. In each case, the victims are white; but

only Gerald reports a female victim, and only Pliny locates

the sacrifice in woodland. However, the ritual reported by

Gerald is very similar indeed to the tarbfeis, ‘bull-feast’, in

which a king-elect is bathed in broth made from a

dismembered bull, after which the dreams he then has are

interpreted by diviners17. Only the sexual element is missing

– but then, Gerald often appears only too eager to portray

the Irish as a bestial people who couple with animals on a

regular basis.

The scenes in Perlesvaus have the requisite woodland

setting, but do the dismemberments that take place there

have any firm basis in Celtic tradition? Among the pagan

Celts, sacrificers seem to have employed a variety of

methods – including drowning, burning, and hanging – and

to have selected victims from a variety of species18. If the

Classical sources are correct – and there is actually little

reason to doubt their general veracity – humans were

ritually slaughtered on as regular a basis as were animals.

Dismemberment of animals is mentioned in connection

with the tarbfeis and with the Irish coronation ceremony

reported by Gerald, although it must allowed that the most
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efficient way to make broth from a beast is to cut up its

flesh, so there is always a possibility that the process owed

more to practical culinary considerations than to religious

necessity. With regard to possible archaeological evidence, it

must also be recognised that the remains of ritually-

dismembered animals would be more or less

indistinguishable from those butchered for ordinary

domestic consumption, except where the nature of the site

and dispersal or arrangement of bones clearly indicate a

ritual context.

However, there is ample evidence to show that animal

sacrifices were often dismembered, as a prelude to ritual

feasting. Joints of meat were offered to the gods or to the

dead, and the human participants were also catered for, a

pattern that is widespread and common to most peoples at

some stage of their religious development. There are

instances of a rather different practice, though. At the

Gaulish sanctuary of Gournay-sur-Aronde, where the main

feature is a series of nine pits arranged around a larger

central pit, cattle – mainly older bulls – were sacrificed by

means of a blow to the neck, then placed in the central pit.

A carcase would be left to decompose for several months,

until it could be easily dismembered. The remains of the

head and torso were kept inside the sanctuary, while the rest

was removed. Next, the skull was severed from the neck,

the lower jaw separated from it, and the muzzle hacked off.

These prepared skulls were stored, but the neck, shoulders,

spine, and pelvis were piled in neat heaps at the entrance to

the sanctuary. Elsewhere in Britain and Gaul, different parts

of the sacrificed animal, such as the ribcage or vertebrae,

were kept as relics; and very often entire animals were so
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preserved.

It is known that the Celts collected and preserved

human heads, even using them to decorate their shrines and

dwellings – there is abundant archaeological evidence to

support the accounts of this given by Classical authors and

in Irish vernacular literature – although their exact purpose

remains uncertain19. The heads so taken were usually those

of defeated enemies, which is in accordance with Arthur’s

acquisition of the Black Knight’s head. In fact, a number of

other severed heads are mentioned in Perlesvaus: those in the

custody of the Damsel of the Car are preserved in metal

casings20; and heads are taken as trophies on a number of

occasions, including the episode of the Black Knight. These

instances agree with what is known of the Celtic cult of the

head; but decapitation alone does not constitute

dismemberment, although in some instances removal of a

head could be construed as a token or symbol of such

mutilations.

On the whole, there is very little explicit evidence for

ritual dismemberment of humans as a part of Celtic

religion. However, it must be allowed that a lack of

evidence for a thing is not the same as solid evidence

against it. Diodorus Siculus gives an account of druidic

human sacrifice which may be evidence for ritual

dismemberment, depending on how one particular phrase is

translated. According to Diodorus, the druids would stab a

man and divine the future tou sparagmou ton melon – which

can mean either ‘from the trembling of his limbs’ or ‘from

the dismemberment of his limbs’, though the latter is

considered by at least one authority to be the more likely

rendering21. In any case, it would be very surprising indeed
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if the Celts had no tradition of the ritual or mythical

dismemberment of humans, as these are found in most

other Indo-European traditions.

Sacrifice and Indo-European cosmogonic myth

The Celtic tradition aside, dismemberment, of both humans

and animals, is a feature of sacrifice and creation mythology

throughout the sphere of Indo-European influence22. The

creation myths of ancient India and heathen Scandinavia,

where what appear to be the most complete accounts of the

Indo-European cosmogony – that is, mythical explanation

of the origins of the world or universe – survived , centre

upon the dismemberment of a primal being, imagined as a

giant, whose bodily parts are used as the raw materials from

which the features of the cosmos are formed. One reflex of

this is to be found in the traditional history of Rome, where

the body of the founder Romulus was said to have been

dismembered, after which the parts were carried away and

secretly buried by the senators; and parallel themes are

discernible in specific instances of human and animal

sacrifice among the ancient Iranians, Greeks, Germans, and

Romans.

Cattle seem to have formed the basis of early Indo-

European economies, a fact of life reflected by the

popularity of the cattle-raid as a theme in Irish tradition and

elsewhere. It also seems that cattle played an important rôle

in Indo-European creation mythology. Norse myth tells of

Auðhumla, a cow that was created at the same time as the

primordial giant Ymir, who was nourished by her milk; and

old Iranian sources affirm that food-plants were born from

the dismembered carcass of a primordial ox – a tradition
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retained in Mithraism, where it is portrayed in tauroctonies,

symbolic tableaux showing Mithras slaying a bull,

sometimes with grain sprouting from the animal’s wounds.

In Rome the annual rites known as Feriæ Latinæ, said in one

source to have been instituted by Tarquin to cement the

unification of the disparate ethnic groups of the region –

though the sacrifice is known to have taken place long

before Rome became the dominant power in Italy –

involved the sacrificial dismemberment of a white bull, and

the division of its parts among representatives of the

peoples concerned, the size of a portion depending upon

the size and importance of the recipient community. The

Questing Beast of Perlesvaus is certainly not a bull or cow;

but although the animals favoured by Indo-European ritual

are many and varied, there is little doubt that bulls were of

prime importance, and white animals appear to have been

favoured more than any other colour.

Traces of this religious practice are discernible, quite

unambiguously, in the epic literature of Ireland; and

possibly in the tarvos trigaranus sculptures of Romano-Celtic

iconography. Anne Ross has suggested that this grouping is

actually a visual pun, the play on words denoting a divine

three-horned bull, a figure known from surviving Celtic

statuary23. As we have seen, it is possible to associate the

bull with the tree, and we may postulate that the tarvos

trigaranus at Trèves signified a divine sacrifice, that of the

primal bovine from whose bodily parts nutritious

vegetation first sprang. And we can further suppose that it

is not unconnected with sacrificial rites similar or identical

to that described by Pliny.

The conjunction of bull and tree in the Trèves tarvos
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trigaranus hints at a cosmological motif, and something

similar is implied by the zodiacal images and other

cosmological symbolism seen on the Mithraic tauroctonies.

The imagery of Mithraism, a Roman mystery-cult of

Phrygian origin, includes the primordial bull of earlier

Iranian tradition, which has a cosmogonic function. The

divine bull of the Celts is portrayed with three cranes, or

three horns, and may be associated with the cosmic tree.

The World Tree was believed to have three roots, according

to Norse myth, each corresponding to one of the cosmic

realms, in accordance with the tripartite division of the the

human body and its reflection in the social structure. The

cosmogonic aspect of the bull is made clear in the Irish epic

Táin Bó Cuailnge, which ends with a duel between the bull

known as Donn Cuailnge – the ‘brown’ or ‘dark one’ of

Cuailnge – and his rival, Findbennach Ai, the ‘White-

horned bull of Ai’. Donn kills his enemy, dismembers him,

and creates features of the Irish landscape from the parts.

Donn himself dies soon after, and his own body becomes a

permanent feature of the landscape24.

The sacrificed human figure, mythical or actual,

represents the cosmic totality – the whole cosmos,

conceived in terms of the human body – and his sacrifice

complements that of the primordial bull. Tacitus tells us

that, for the Semnones of Germania, human sacrifice –

including dismemberment – was a recreation of ‘horrific

origins’25; in other words, it was a means of maintaining the

state of the world by re-enacting the sacrifice of the

primordial being. In the same way, the senators each carried

off a piece of the body of Romulus – so that each time they

met, it signified a reunion of the constituent parts of the
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social totality, an act that periodically renewed the ‘body’ of

Rome. The mythical dismemberment of the primordial

being was the act that led to the creation of the cosmos, and

every human sacrifice, and the consequent dismemberment

of the victim, was a rite of renewal.

The sacrificial dismemberment of animals – and it

should be noted that such beasts were almost invariably

those used for food, along with horses – was a means of

ensuring fecundity and plenty by ritually enacting the origin

of food plants in the dismemberment of the primordial

bovine. However, the mythology suggests that the

promordial human sacrifice and that of the first bovine are

homologous: the sacrifice of one was functionally cognate

with the sacrifice of the other. This fundamental homology

may have a bearing on the treatment of bovine skulls at the

sanctuary of Gournay-sur-Aronde: removal of the lower jaw

and muzzle would make the skull of a bull look more like

that of a large human, and that could well have been one

purpose of the operation.

The complex hierarchical considerations of the Feriæ

Latinæ imply that the distribution of portions was as

important as the initial dismemberment. If there was even

the smallest error in the allocation of portions, then the

whole festival would have to begin again. The Semnones

seem to have used their sacrificial privileges as a means of

regular reassertion of their own importance and of

reaffirming the hierarchy existing among the neighbouring

Germanic tribes. Passages of the Rig Veda dealing with the

dismemberment and subsequent distribution of sacrificial

animals stress the need for precision of technique,

sequence, arrangement, and disposal of the parts. The same
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preoccupation with order and exactness is discernible in

other Indo-European sacrificial traditions – there is no

random butchery in the operations, and each part has its

proper place, just as it does in the body of the living beast.

This need for exactness, protocol, and sequence is

understandable – after all, the sacrificial dismemberment is

in essence a periodic recreation of the cosmos, not just a

celebration or act of worship, although it obviously

incorporates elements of both; and continuity, maintained

as far as is humanly possible, is all-important. Any deviation

could result in imbalance or disorder, with the possibility of

disastrous consequences. Seen in this light, the popular Irish

theme of deciding who is entitled to the ‘champion’s

portion’ – the most coveted part of a cooked animal –

ceases to become merely a series of squabbles rooted in

vanity and pride, and becomes instead the serious business

of allocating the joint to its proper owner, to preserve the

harmony appropriate to a communal meal designed to

reorganise or reiterate the hierarchical structure of those

present, which in turn reflects the ordered structure of the

cosmos. In sharing a ritual meal, a group is not merely

reaffirming internal relationships: it is identifying itself with

the world itself, symbolised by the animal that has been cut

up, cooked, and eaten.

Cosmogonic sacrifice and Perlesvaus

It has already been remarked that the white-clad knight and

maiden present at the killing of the Questing Beast

resemble Lugh and the golden-crowned Sovereignty of

Ireland as they appear in The Phantom’s Frenzy. In that tale,

the pair sit beneath a golden tree by an otherworld dwelling,
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with a number of valuable vessels; Sovereignty serves meat

and red ale to Conn of the Hundred Battles, who has come

upon them while lost in a mist, while Lugh recites the

names of the kings who will reign from Conn’s time

onward26.

The features that the two episodes have in common

are obvious enough: the golden tree can be seen as a source

for the woodland glade – perhaps even the red cross – of

Perlesvaus; the knight and maiden can be equated with Lugh

and Sovereignty; while the meat and red ale of the Irish tale

could easily be the inspiration for the flesh and blood of the

Questing Beast. Furthermore, in each case the couple are

discovered by a lost warrior. On the whole, the

identification of the couple of Perlesvaus with the god and

goddess of The Phantom’s Frenzy is more satisfactory by far

than the inappropriate explanation given by the Hermit

Uncle in Perlesvaus. The case is strengthened by the simple

fact that Lugh is also known as Find, a name derived from

*vindos, meaning ‘bright’ or ‘white’, suggesting the colour of

the garments worn by the knight and maiden in the episode

of the Questing Beast, a colour that is invariably associated

with sanctity and purity in Christian symbolism, but which

is the colour of both secular and ritual rulership in Indo-

European tradition, a significance the colour shares with

gold and yellow.

Meanwhile, the burning lance with which the Black

Knight wounds Arthur is certainly very similar to the fiery

spear of Lugh, which was also wielded by his descendants

Cú Chulainn and Finn mac Cumall, and associated with

Celtchair, a character who bears more than just a passing

resemblance to the Fisher King of the Grail stories. It
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would be inappropriate to examine the spear of Lugh in any

great detail here, but it is worth noting here that it is

indubitably an immediate source for the Bleeding Lance of

the Grail romances.27

This raises a number of problems. For one thing, if

Lugh presides over the dismemberment of the Questing

Beast, why is it that the wielder of his weapon – assuming

that he is not actually a manifestation of Lugh – is himself

dismembered after being slain by Arthur? If Lugh’s

characteristic colour is white, then why is his spear in the

possession of the Black Knight?

On the whole, it would appear that the mythical

elements have become corrupted and transposed during

their transition to romance. The confusion may have arisen

for a number of reasons: because Arthur himself bears a

lightning-weapon – the name of his sword Excalibur

coming ultimately from the Old Irish caladbolg, ‘lightning-

sword’28; because a number of vernacular Celtic tales

include the slaying of a malign being, often said to be ‘black’

and sometimes one-eyed, with a spear that is often hurled

into the eye; and because in the Mabinogion it is Lleu Llaw

Gyffes, the Welsh equivalent of Lugh, who is ‘killed’ with a

magical spear, though he eventually takes his revenge with a

like weapon.

The root of this lies in the Indo-European cosmogony

referred to above. The original cosmogonic myth can be

reconstructed as follows. In the beginning, the first beings

were created through the interaction of fire with the primal

waters. These were a human and a bovine. The human

became divided into ‘Man’ and ‘Twin’; or was originally

formed as a set of twins. Man killed Twin, and created the
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physical cosmos from the appropriate parts of the corpse.

He then slaughtered the primordial bovine, from whose

body sprang the plants used for food. As the first dead

man, Twin became the first king – the lord of the dead.

Man was thus the first priest, and the slaughter of Twin and

the bovine were the first sacrifices, from which all

subsequent rituals have taken their pattern.29

According to this archaic scenario, which is given in a

somewhat oversimplified form here, all sacrifices, human

and animal, recreate the cosmos in the same way as the

primordial sacrifices created it in the first place. At its heart

lies a physical dualism: the archaic view of the cosmos

shows that it was thought of as a bipolar structure, a

complex of opposed forces in perpetual balance. The Norse

cosmogony states plainly that the primordial giant Ymir

(‘Twin’) was created by a conjunction of opposites – the

interaction of fire from the bright, hot south and water

from the dark, cold north – a theme that can be deduced

from other Indo-European accounts. Time was also so

divided: day and night, bright summer and dark winter. It

would follow that the initial division of the primordial

human would be along similar lines, a dark being and a

bright one – though not originally in the sense of a ‘good’

being and an ‘evil’ twin or alter-ego. Such ideas came with

the increasing sophistication of religious and moral

conceptualisation, and are largely derived from social

concerns.

Thus, in Arthurian literature Black Knights, like ‘black’

(that is, dark-haired) men in Welsh and Irish tales, generally

represent hostile supernatural forces, although in the Celtic

tales they tend rather to be rustic entities, fundamentally
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benign or neutral rather than good or evil in the moral

sense; but any cosmological function inherent in the more

archaic traditions of darkness and brightness has all but

disappeared by the time they appear in romance. The

archaic Indo-European cosmogony does not seem to have

recognised such a moral dichotomy, as the most complete

examples – the cosmogonies of the Rig Veda and the Eddic

poems – indicate. That the Celts retained some vestige of

the old notions can be seen, perhaps, in the Tain, where a

landscape is created from the bodies of a dark bull and a

white-horned one.

The idea that the conflict between the hero – Arthur,

Owein, or whoever – and the Black Knight represents the

defeat of a storm-god by a solar deity, who then assumes

the loser’s attributes, is not an adequate interpretation of

the Perlesvaus episode, as it does not account for the

dismemberment that follows the Black Knight’s death. But

it is not completely wide of the mark. The so-called ‘solar

hero’ is described in terms that could just as easily describe

a fire-god; and the alleged ‘storm-god’, the Black Knight, is

associated with rain and hailstones, and – in Owein – a

fountain, as well as thunder30. The conflict between the two,

which can also be plausibly viewed as a contest between

representations of the two halves of the old Celtic year,

involves a much more fundamental opposition, that of the

contrasting elements that came together to form the

primordial twins; a duality carried forward into the

archetypal sacrifice that resulted in the creation of the world

in archaic Indo-European tradition.

It can be postulated that the original function of the

lightning-weapon, itself an embodiment of the union of fire
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and water, was the slaughter of the primal Twin. As a

deicidal weapon, a supernatural instrument capable of

killing a divine being, it would be the appropriate means of

despatching such a god-like figure – a giant and the

ancestor of gods, according to Scandinavian myth – and so

its wielder must be considered as a candidate for the rôle of

first priest. Odin, slayer of Ymir and maker of the cosmos

from the giant’s body, certainly fits the bill, with his spear

Gungnir; and the poem Völuspá asserts that he was hanged

on the World Tree, wounded with a spear, as a sacrifice to

himself – a further pointer to the dual nature of the

primordial human and to Odin’s relationship to him. The

Fisher King and Celtchair are wounded with their own

spears – the lúin (‘brightness?’, ‘lightning?’) of Celtchair is

patently Lugh’s spear in other hands – and one suspects

that the magical spear that wounded Lleu Llaw Gyffes was

originally meant to be his very own weapon. Odin, the

wielder of a lightning-spear, was one-eyed; but both Lugh

and Finn mac Cúmhail were responsible for slaying one-

eyed opponents with their magical spears. The archaic

pattern has apparently taken two different courses – but it

must be remembered that the Irish and Norse myths have

come down to us through texts written in the Middle Ages,

so inaccurate redaction cannot be ruled out.

The two dismemberments of Perlesvaus are divergent

treatments of the slaughter of one half of the dyadic

primordial being, and of his bovine counterpart, which has

become diminished into a generalised animal –

characterised as a dog, although there appears to be an

element of doubt in the mind of the author with regard to

its identity. The presence or symbolic manifestation of
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Lugh at the dismemberment scenes is mythologically

correct, even though an already-complex situation has been

made all the more confusing by distortions and

transpositions that have occurred. Lugh’s association with

the Sovereignty of Ireland implies some connection with

the coronation rite described by Gerald of Wales, which

would accord with the primordial sacrificer’s rôle as

kingmaker – a function also attributed to Odin in

Scandinavia. The dismemberment of the white mare is

preceded by her sexual union with the king, which is

followed by his immersion in and drinking of her juices, so

that the rite culminates with his devouring her flesh. This is

not merely a fertility ritual, nor is it simply a symbolic

wedding of the king to the Sovereignty, here represented by

a mare; it is virtually a total identification with her body, and

so with the land she represents.

In effect, because of the underlying homology of the

primordial sacrifices of man and bovine in the cosmogonic

schema, the king is devouring his own dismembered self.

Similarly, the parallel process of the tarbfeis is a means of

becoming one with the world; in so doing the seer has

access to the knowledge of all that occurs in the world. The

dismemberment and reassembly of shamans, in initiatory

dreams or sickness, may be understood on one level as a

strengthening of the body, whether astral or physical,

through destruction and renewal; but it also implies an

identification of the shaman with the cosmos, created in a

similar way, so that he can perform the feats of

manipulation and mastery of the elements that are required

by tradition and necessity. A shaman can manipulate the

stuff of the cosmos because his body has been subjected to
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the primordial creative process, and is therefore one with it

and with all it contains.

In the same way, the distribution of bread and wine at

Mass serves to unite the members of a congregation with

one another, and with the divine being, by allowing all

present to partake of the divine essence: the body and

blood of Christ. A third dismemberment episode from

Perlesvaus, in which a father causes a boy killed by a giant to

be cooked, chopped up, and the parts distributed and eaten,

as a cannibalistic prelude to a mass baptism, shows the

same concept at work31; but the murderous giant and the

dismemberment of the child are perhaps best understood as

a distant echo of the ancient creation myth. The distribution

of the child’s body is plainly analogous to the

dismemberment of the Questing Beast, in that both refer to

the Eucharist, which is effectively a ritual, communal meal

with cannibalistic overtones, similar in nature to the typical

Indo-European sacrificial rite.

The sacrificial dismemberments of Indo-European

tradition were, as suggested above, defined by a need for

precision, so as not to upset the accepted cosmic order. The

secondary dismemberment of the Black Knight episode,

that of the knight who gave Arthur the original victim’s

head, can perhaps be understood in the light of the Feriæ

Latinæ, which had to begin again from scratch if any

mistake was made in the allocation of portions. It can be

postulated that, by giving away his own portion of the Black

Knight’s body, the unfortunate knight had broken the rules

by allowing that portion to leave the possession of his

fellowship. As an offender, his portion became forfeit; not

only that, but the dismemberment and distribution, like
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those of the Feriæ Latinæ, had to begin again, this time with

the offending knight as the victim. It should be emphasised

that this interpretation is speculative; there is no way of

knowing what the author of Perlesvaus had in mind. But in

the light of the sacrificial dismemberments discussed here, it

is a speculation that seems reasonable enough.

Arthur’s rôle in the Black Knight episode seems to

have arisen partly through narrative demands – he is, after

all, a central character in the literary genre named after him

– but it has some mythological justification. As the wielder

of a lightning-weapon, he is fittingly equipped to do battle

with the Black Knight. He is also a king, and would once

have enjoyed Lugh’s patronage; as it is, Welsh tradition

indicates the triplicate nature of his queen Gwenhwyfar –

Arthur had three queens of that name, according to the

Trioedd Ynys Prydein32 – which is enough to equate her with

the Irish goddess Sovereignty, who is often associated with

trifunctional or triadic themes. But it does not really seem

appropriate for the possessor of one lightning-weapon to

oppose the wielder of a similar weapon. In general the

sword or spear of lightning is, like Thor´s thunderbolt

hammer, a benign instrument to be used against enemies of

the cosmic order, or to perform a service that will be

beneficial to that order in some other way – the divine

sacrifice, for instance. It must be postulated that Arthur and

the Black Knight may not really belong together in the

context, and that two very similar incidents or themes have

been deliberately but misguidedly merged, or have perhaps

simply been confused, by the author of Perlesvaus.



Alby Stone

124

Conclusion

The two main dismemberment episodes from Perlesvaus are

of great significance. They show that archaic Indo-

European cosmogonic themes, and possibly some memory

of their ritual enactment, particularly in their local, Celtic

manifestation, had persisted well into Christian times. As

yet their immediate source is something of a problem: it

seems unlikely that any complete ritual of the kind, or a

coherent Celtic oral tradition pertaining to one, would have

been current as late as the thirteenth century; but there is no

reason why the anonymous author of Perlesvaus could not

have had access, through direct reading or by hearsay, to

Irish texts such as the Táin Bó Cuailnge or The Phantom’s

Frenzy – or even the heathen poems of Iceland. It is certain

enough that many figures and episodes from Irish, Welsh,

and Breton tales are recognisable – despite being updated

and otherwise altered to suit the new setting – in most of

the Arthurian texts, as Loomis and others have

demonstrated; and if that is true of the works of Chrétien

de Troyes, for example, then why should it not be so for

the author of Perlesvaus, his near-contemporary, who was

certainly familiar with Chrétien’s own Grail romance, and

may also have known a number of others?

However, there do not seem to be any extant Celtic

texts with episodes that conform exactly to the episodes of

the Questing Beast and the Black Knight. The Phantom’s

Frenzy may well be the source of the white-clad couple in

the clearing; and the fighting bulls of the Táin could have

influenced the dismemberment of the Questing Beast, as

could the white hounds of Pwyll Prince of Dyfed – or maybe

the white, red-eared cattle, usually of supernatural
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provenance, that appear in a number of medieval Irish

tales33. The idea of the Black Knight could have been drawn

from any number of Celtic tales, while his burning lance is

patently the blazing weapon of Lugh, the lightning-spear,

which also appears as the Bleeding Lance at the Grail

Castle. Otherwise, there is little to go on. It may well be that

whoever wrote Perlesvaus had access to oral traditions, now

lost, that corresponded more broadly with the two episodes

than any Celtic myth or hero-tale that has been preserved in

written form. Confusing and enigmatic though they may be,

the episodes are still more or less coherent in terms of

archaic tradition, which might suggest that one or more

close oral equivalent may indeed have been current at the

time the romance was composed. Loomis suggests that the

author must have had knowledge ‘either through the

conteurs…or through French texts otherwise unknown, with

a rich fund of traditional matter34. The author claims to

have found his subject-matter in a Latin book from

Glastonbury Abbey35. But for all their apparent cohesion,

the episodes have something of a cobbled-together look

when subjected to close scrutiny.

The author’s treatment of the motifs from which the

two episodes have been created suggests that, while their

original significance may no longer have been fully

understood, enough of their meaning had survived to

enable the author – or perhaps his or her immediate

sources, if they were not taken directly from Celtic tales – to

make a number of entirely appropriate, if superficially

unlikely, connections.

The archaic tradition that inspired the episode of the

Black Knight has patently become distorted in the
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transition to romance, and while it has retained something

of its older form, it has obviously frustrated the author,

who would not have found an obvious model in the

Christian tradition. The episode is delivered almost

completely without comment, except for a rather lame

attempt at rationalisation. On the other hand, the episode

of the Questing Beast, which allows the author to give vent

to antisemitic propaganda, indicates that there may have

been at least a modicum of understanding on the author’s

part. That understanding is limited, however, to whatever

aspects could have been reasonably elucidated in terms of

Christian symbolism. The primordial giant – who in

Perlesvaus becomes the Black Knight, a dark and vaguely

demonic figure – could not have been plausibly identified

with Christ; but as the Questing Beast, gentle and as white

as snow, the primordial animal would have presented an

appropriate image that could be adapted to symbolise the

Son of God.

The twelve dogs that yelp within the Questing Beast’s

womb are carefully enumerated in the text, but it is still

interesting – if not really surprising – that the author,

through the character of the Hermit Uncle, should identify

them with the Jews. The character’s theology is nonsensical,

but there is still an element of cosmological sense in his

explanation. The body of the Jewish people is represented

by the Children of Israel, the ‘twelve tribes’, who together

make up the symbolic totality of Jewish society. In effect,

they are the offspring of the body of Jacob – who was the

twin brother of Esau – and may be viewed as the

constituent parts of his body, the flesh of his flesh. Isaac,

their father, was demanded as a sacrifice by God, who



Grail and Cosmos

127

allowed a substitute victim at the last minute.

The Crucixion, for which the Jews were perennially

blamed, is seen by Christians as the seal on a new covenant

with God – in other words, a new cosmic order inaugurated

by the sacrifice of a divine being who is fixed to a tree and

speared. Unlike the primordial victim of Indo-European

tradition, Christ was not dismembered but translated: his

physical body was absorbed into the substance of the

ubiquitous god of Judaism – though it amounts, in

cosmological terms, to much the same thing. The theme

occurs often, with variations, elsewhere in the myths of the

Near East. In Egyptian myth, for example, Osiris was slain

by his brother Seth, and the coffin containing his body

encased in a tree which was later cut down and made into

the main pillar of a palace, indicating that it is analogous to

the Tree of Life or the World Tree. When the body was

recovered, it was dismembered by Seth and the pieces

scattered about the land of Egypt, later to be collected by

Isis. Later – like Yama, the sacrificed twin of Indian myth –

Osiris became the king of the dead36. Likewise, Christ was

thought of as the ruler of the Kingdom of Heaven, and it

may not be a coincidence that he was cruelly depicted as

King of the Jews by the Romans.

There is a clear correspondence between the traditions

of Christ and Osiris, and neither seem so very different in

essence to the archaic Indo-European cosmogonic myth. It

is even possible that this mytheme springs from the very

earliest levels of human religious and cosmological thought.

However, the presence of material relating to the Celtic

tradition in the episodes of the Questing Beast and the

Black Knight, in the same way as other scenes and
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characters of the genre, indicates that the immediate source

of the dismemberment theme is to be found in that culture,

and thus in its Indo-European antecedents, rather than the

ancient traditions of the Near East. The assimilation of the

Questing Beast, a memory of pagan Celtic sacrifice, to the

Christian tradition therefore plausibly represents a medieval

synthesis of two systems of belief that were supposedly

antithetical. The synthesis was undoubtedly accidental, but

– as happened with prototypes of the Grail and the

Bleeding Lance, among other images – the unacknowledged

pagan sources contained much that could be adapted as

Christian symbol.

The explanation given by the author of Perlesvaus for

the dismemberment of the Questing Beast is, seen in this

cosmological context, reasonable enough. But it is

unfortunate that this fascinating cosmological synthesis is

partly rooted in anti-Semitism. In a moral sense, the

author’s exegesis is right for all the wrong reasons. If

Perlesvaus had been written down during a more enlightened

and liberal period in history – although such times are

indeed few and far between – then perhaps a different

explanation would have been found. Interesting and

instructive though it is, such food for thought leaves an

unpleasant aftertaste.
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A Head on a Platter

Chrétien de Troyes’ unfinished romance Perceval (written c.

1190) spawned an entire genre. It was plagiarised, imitated

and ‘completed’ by numerous authors, and over the next

century or so the Grail story became one of the great

cornerstones of Arthurian literature. Indeed, Perceval was

undoubtedly one of the most influential literary works of its

time.

One of its most curious offspring is the Welsh

romance Peredur, written some time in the thirteenth

century. Like its German counterpart, Wolfram von

Eschenbach’s Parzival (written c. 1210), the Welsh tale is a

nearly faithful rendering of Chrétien’s story, although both

are tailored to suit the requirements of different audiences.

It too has been ‘completed’ by its author. Inevitably, from

the point in the narrative where Perceval ends, Peredur is as

different from Parzival as that romance is from the French
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continuations of Chrétien’s incomplete masterpiece.

However, both Peredur and Parzival offer different

versions of something that Chrétien described in explicit

detail. In Perceval, the eponymous hero’s visit to the Grail

Castle includes a ritualistic procession in which the Grail is

the central figure. It is described as a graal – a fairly

common Old French word denoting a wide serving-dish,

initially designated by the indefinite article suggesting that

such objects were indeed commonplace – made of ‘fâine,

pure gold’ set with ‘precious stones of many kinds, the

richest and most precious in the earth or the sea’.

Wolfram’s version of the same episode barely describes the

Grail at all, other than in terms of its virtues and properties.

It is later described as a ‘stone [stein] most pure’. Peredur

does not mention the Grail by name. The equivalent object

in a radically shortened procession is ‘a larger platter [dysgl]

with a man’s head covered with blood on it’.

Of course, no version of the Grail exactly matches

Chrétien’s original description. Most of the subsequent

Grail stories – notably Robert de Boron’s Joseph d’Arimathie

of the 1190s – turn the object into a chalice or similar

vessel, and link it firmly with the Eucharist. Chrétien’s Grail

is most definitely not a chalice, nor does it a have any clear

association with Christian ritual – all that came with those

who took it upon themselves to finish the story, and with

those who produced entirely different Grail stories.

Wolfram’s version has its own mystical agenda, without any

shadow of a doubt, but that is of no concern here. There is

also the possibility that Wolfram misunderstood the word

graal, leading him to invent his own. But his Grail has

clearly taken its cue from the precious stones adorning
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Chretien’s graal, with a possible pun on the word stein,

which can denote either a stone or an earthenware drinking

vessel.

The ‘Grail’ of Peredur does not seem to have resulted

from any linguistic misapprehension (dysgl is a perfectly

adequate translation of graal), nor is there any trace of a

mystical Christian subtext that could explain it. One

possible source of misunderstanding is the episode that

follows immediately after the adventure in the Grail Castle.

In Perceval the hero encounters a young woman with the

headless corpse of her lover – but the equivalent incident in

Peredur does not mention decapitation. It is possible that the

decapitation has been misread or misheard by the author of

Peredur and inserted in an inappropriate place, but that

would leave the subsequent scene with one head too many.

Peredur explains the head on the platter, when toward the

end of the story, the hero is told that the head belonged to

his cousin, killed by the witches of Gloucester, but the

explanation does not solve this inconsistency.

Arthurian literature abounds with severed heads used

as talismans or taken as trophies – a motif evidently derived

from the treatment of heads among the pagan Celts, for

which no compelling explanation has yet been given –

including some on platters, in the first continuation of

Perceval for instance. The severed head of Peredur is of a very

different order. It is seen when Peredur is on a quest in a

royal household, in the context of a ritual procession. True,

the Peredur episode is much less elaborate than its equivalent

in other Grail romances; but it is still clearly of a ritualistic

nature.

There have been many attempts to account for the
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major departure from Chrétien’s original vision and from

other, orthodox depictions of the Grail. Emma Jung and

Marie-Louise von Franz associate the head with the

vengeance theme than runs through the story, asserting that

the head cries out to be avenged. It does not. Others wail

and lament when the head is paraded through the hall, but

the head remains quite silent. The idea of revenge is

invoked much later in the romance, and it does indeed

account for the severed head. At least, it tells whose

shoulders the head formally rested upon. It does not tell us

why the head should turn up on the platter in the

mysterious castle when Chrétien’s template episode makes

no mention of it all.

Other explanations include an ingenious but rather

weak suggestion that the author of Peredur confused la teste

‘head’ with le teste ‘text’, so that the head represents the

Grail’s association with the Gospels. R.S. Loomis speculates

that the image arose from the misapprehension of an

episode in Perlesvaus, where a young woman arrives at

Arthur’s court carrying a king’s head in a stole – estole being

misread as escuele, which means more or less the same as

graal. Again, this is clever but not persuasive. The head has

also been identified as that of John the Baptist, whose

sword features elsewhere in the Grail romances, but the

context fails to support the idea.

It is clear that most explanations hinge on fortuitous

misreadings for which there is not a shred of hard evidence;

or on hypothetical Biblical references. Jung and von Franz,

meanwhile, conjure an explanation out of thin air. What is

more, none of these explanations fit the context of the

Grail procession.
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The ritualistic parading of the mysterious vessel

through the hall of the Grail Castle is crucial to our

understanding of this problem. Three main points need to

be made. Firstly, the Grail is shown to a man who is a guest

in a royal household. Secondly, the guest is the

householder’s heir. Third, the Grail is invariably associated

with drinking – it can provide the best wines, or whatever

the witness desires. Glenys Goetinck has shown how Celtic

pagan traditions permeate Peredur – though her claim that

both that romance and Chrétien’s Perceval are derived from

an earlier tale founders upon the simple fact that all known

variants have the same beginning but different conclusions.

She relates the visit to the Grail Castle to the Irish story

Baile in Scáil (‘The Phantom’s Frenzy’), in which a future

king visits the otherworld dwelling of Lugh, where he is

served red ale in a goblet and the god looks on as a woman

representing Sovereignty recites a list of kings who will

become descended from the visitor.

According to Goetinck’s interpretation, the blood in

the platter of Peredur is derived from the red ale of the Irish

tale. The head is effectively a pun based on Welsh pen,

which can denote either a head (physical) or a head

(political), so is itself a representation of kingship. So far, so

good. However, the question must be asked: why should

the Welsh romance place a head on the platter, while a

drinking-vessel is sufficient for the Irish tale? The dish is

good enough for Chrétien de Troyes, as was the chalice for

the likes of Robert de Boron and numerous anonymous

authors. Even Wolfram’s adaptation of the Grail is

explicable in terms of derivation from Chretien’s original

and in the context of his own story.
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It is generally accepted that the adventure at the Grail

Castle is based on a composite of several otherworld houses

mentioned in Irish and Welsh tradition. As the Bleeding

Lance and the Grail are so similar to the fiery or toxic

spears that occur in conjunction with cauldrons in certain

Irish tales that there is clearly a generic link, it must be

significant that several spear/cauldron pairings are located

in otherworld hostels – in Mesca Ulaid (`The Intoxication of

the Ulstermen’) and Togail Bruide Da Derga (‘The

Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel’), for example. In view of

the emphasis given to hospitality in the Grail Castle

episode, it would seem appropriate to look at Celtic

customs pertaining to hospitality for clues to the nature of

the head on the platter. In particular, those customs

relevant to guests of high rank need to be examined.

Michael J. Enright has shown how from the earliest

historical times guests in Germanic and Celtic royal

households were served alcoholic drinks (usually mead or

ale) in descending order of rank, by a high-ranking woman,

often the king’s wife, whose task is to identify the rank of

guests and serve them accordingly. Significantly, Enright

shows that the role also involved prophecy. This is

evidently the historical source for the events in Baile in Scáil,

and perhaps the forerunner of the prophetic powers of

Wolfram’s Grail. The Grail, of course, is usually borne by a

woman who is related to both the Grail-keeper and the

hero, and the hall in which the vessel appears is usually set

out for a feast. The entire episode conforms structurally to

the typical pattern of the ritualised feasts of the old

European war-band, in which drinking and the circulation

of drinking-vessels played a central part.
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The derivation of blood from red ale in Goetinck’s

analysis is suggested by their being the same colour. But the

transformation goes much deeper than that. In Indo-

European cosmological tradition blood and alcoholic

liquids are seem as homologues – they are different forms

of the same thing. This is evident from Norse myth, in the

story of how the gods made mead from the blood of

Kvasir; and in Herodotus’ report of the mixture of blood

and wine by the Scythians to sanctify oaths. The best

known example is the Christian doctrine of

Transubstantiation, in which wine ‘becomes’ the blood of

Christ – an example of Indo-European cosmological beliefs

shaping a religion rooted in Semitic tradition. Both blood

and alcoholic liquids exemplify a mythological theme of

great importance to Indo-European cosmology, the idea of

‘fire of water’, which is relevant to the twin phenomena of

poetry and prophecy. Both are effected by the consumption

of fiery, inspirational substances: mead and poetry are

roundly equated in Norse myth, and mead is associated with

prophecy in the Germano-Celtic ritual feast.

The bloody platter of Peredur must be seen in context

with the blood-dripping spear that precedes it in the

procession. The spear is a descendant of the fiery spears of

Irish myth, which must be quenched in cauldrons of liquid

to render them harmless. These spears, magical weapons

associated with lightning, are essentially made of fire. In

Indo-European tradition lightning is especially identified

with the ‘fire in water’ theme – the Indo-European figure

Apam Napat, the ‘Child of the Waters’ is the fire-god Agni

incarnated as lightning. In Iranian myth, Apam Napat hides

the xvarenah, a fiery threefold nimbus that is an attribute of
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royalty, in a lake. Related themes occur in Irish myth, and

are evident in the throwing of Excalibur into a lake –

assuming the sword’s name is properly derived from Irish

caladboig ‘lightning sword’. The point is that the liquid

contained in the platter – or whatever else the Grail may be

– is water infused with fire. In simple terms, both blood and

alcoholic liquids (mead, ale, red wine) are water that

contains the essence of fire. They are ‘red’ and ‘hot’.

But why is there a severed head on the platter? One

plausible explanation is that the image derives from the

Mabinogion story Branwen ferch Llyr, in which the severed

head of the Bran the Blessed entertains its companions in

an otherworld hall for a number of years. There is little

doubt that the story of Bran’s head has some bearing on the

Grail romances – the story does, after all, feature a

rejuvenating cauldron and a wounded leg, both of which

can be related to the Fisher King. It would be simple

enough to conclude that the adventure of the Grail Castle

and its equivalent in Peredur conflate the hostelry episodes

of Branwen and Baile in Scáil. Or is there a historical tradition

preserved in Peredur, as well as a mythological one?

The Roman historian Livy tells how in 216 BCE

Lucius Postumius was defeated by the Boii in the forest of

Litana in Cisalpine Gaul. The Gauls removed his head and

took it to a temple. ‘Then, after they removed the flesh

from the head, they adorned the skull with gold according

to their custom. They used it as a sacred vessel to give

libations on holy days, and their priests and the custodians

of their temple used it as a goblet.’

This is a striking analogue to the imagery of Peredur.

There are no comparable reports of this practice among the
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Celts, but there is evidence that it may have been

widespread among so-called barbarian peoples of the

ancient world. in the fifth century BCE, Herodotus reports

that the Scythians took the skulls of their enemies and

turned them into drinking-vessels, finished with gold or

leather according to the wealth of the victor. Chinese annals

of the Han Dynasty refer to a victory by the Xiongnu

(identified as the Huns, a Turkic people) over the Yueji

(probably Tocharian- or Iranian-speaking Indo-Europeans)

in about 209 BCE, which involved the skull of the Yueji

king being made into a drinking-vessel by his conquerors.

Nearly eight hundred years later, according to Paul the

Deacon’s eighth century Historia Langobardum, the Lombard

king Alboin made the skull of his enemy Cunimund (king of

Gepids) into a cup – the vessel was part of the royal

treasure of the later Lombard king, Ratchis, in the eighth

century.

This evidence, fragmentary though it is, argues for a

wide distribution of the practice, from Gaul to the north-

western frontiers of China, and a particular significance for

Indo-European-speakers. It may even shed some light on

the Celtic custom of headhunting – though perhaps not

enough to suggest that the Celts went to war hoping to top

up their crockery supply. A memory of the skull cup may

underlie the drinking-horn with a human head attached to it

that features in a otherworld hall in the fourteenth century

Icelandic tale Þorsteins þátr bæjarmagns (The Story of

Thorstein Mansion-Might’). The horn is called Grímr the

Good – which is interesting, as Grímr is a name of Odin,

god of mead and poetry – and the head has the power of

prophecy. One is reminded of the oracular head of Mímir,
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preserved and consulted by Odin in a manner much like the

preserved heads once kept by the shamans of certain

Siberian communities. Mention must also be made of the

ancient Greek myth of Orpheus, whose head continued to

sing long after it was detached from his body. The head of

Bran demonstrates that the same idea was known in

medieval Wales, and parallels can be found in Irish tales –

the singing head of Donn Bo in the Yellow Book of Lecan, for

instance. The tradition of oracular heads is both ancient and

long, and is particularly resonant in the story of Bran.

The head is the seat of the intelligence, perception and

speech, of course, so it is easy to see how it came to be

imbued with magical properties. Turning a skull into a

drinking-vessel would have had an added significance: it

would give extra inspirational potency to the alcoholic brew

supped from it. Little wonder that the priests of the Boii

used the skull of Lucius Postumius as both a libation cup

and a goblet. It is also appropriate to replace the brain-

matter of the deceased with alcohol, effectively substituting

one form of inspirational substance with another. As Byron

so eloquently put it, in his poem Lines inscribed upon a cup

formed from a skull (1808),

Where once my wit, perchance, hath shone,

In aid of others’ let me shine;

And when, alas! our brains are gone,

What nobler substitute than wine?

The image of the head on a platter in Peredur does

seem to owe much to these three interconnected Indo-

European traditions: the serving of mead or other alcoholic

drinks to guests in Celtic and Germanic noble households,

which survived well into the Middle Ages; the theme of lire
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in water’, which pervades Indo-European myth and

cosmology; and the skull cup. The greater age of reports of

the skull cup among the Scythians should not be seen as

evidence for C. Scott Littleton’s theory that Arthurian

tradition derives from Scythian myth and religion – though

Littleton and Linda A. MaIcor do not pursue the matter,

despite mentioning the Lombard skull cup in their recent

study. It seems more likely that the practice of making

skulls into cups was common to Celts, Germans and Indo-

European steppe tribes in early historical times, and may

have been a continuation of older Indo-European customs.

The head on a dysgl may be a memory of such skull cups,

with a separation into two functional parts, head and vessel.

Perhaps some tradition of skull cups lingered on among the

medieval Welsh long after their original form and

manufacture were forgotten.
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