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Introduction

I’d always been interested in the legends and literature of
King Arthur, particularly those relating to the Grail, and in
the 1980s that interest began to boil over. I read everything
I could get my hands on, bought all the books my meagre
student grant and wages would allow, and plunged headfirst
into the Matter of Britain, from Wales to Germany and
beyond. I tracked down some hard-to-get texts, first
through the inter-library loan service, then the Folklore
Society’s library at University College. For a while I had a
part-time job in a small independent bookshop in
Lewisham, where I was allowed to order a few key books at
wholesale price — and adopt the cat who had taken up
residence there, but that’s another story — and had plenty of
time to read and daydream when I wasn’t opening boxes,
filling shelves, tidying up, and serving customers.

Inevitably, ideas developed. My evening and weekend life
was spent seated in front of an ancient sit-up-and-beg
typewriter while I wrote a book about the Grail legends.

That came to an end when Jazzie the cat was spectacularly



sick into the typewritet’s innards. (Everyone’s a critic.) The
machine was a bit rusty and I’d already had to repair the
A/a key, so the feline vomit was really only the coup de grace.
Forced to a halt, I read through my creation and...

...put my head in my hands, because it was rubbish, a total
mess from start to finish. It was clear that I was trying to do
too much with it within a very poor structure, and frankly it
lacked discipline. A drastic rethink was needed. But I no
longer had a typewriter. Worse still, I was getting bored
with all things Arthurian. I changed tack, returning to my
preferred interests of shamanism, mythology and ancient
cosmology. Then, over the next couple of years, a few new
bite-sized Arthurian ideas emerged. Meanwhile, I acquired a
half-share in an Amstrad PCW8256 and learned how to use
it and the associated word processing software, LocoScript.
Then I set about upgrading. A RAM pack gave me one
whole megabyte of RAM, a second floppy disk drive was
added so I could switch between and copy to and from CF2
disks to standard 3.5 inch floppies, and I changed to
LocoScript 2, which offered a greater range of special
characters and diacritics. This was a great improvement on
the typewriter: I could now write and revise without wasting
paper, worrying about carbon copies, or accidentally
painting the cat with Tipp-Ex. Well, what could 1 do? 1

wrote.

The first fruit of my union with the Amstrad was an essay
‘Bran, Odin and the Fisher King: Norse Tradition and the
Grail Legend’, published in Fo/klore in 1989. The second
was a short book, Wyrd: Fate and Destiny in North European
Paganism. At around the same time, 1 discovered Pendragon,
the journal of the Pendragon Society. The editor, the late

il



Eddie Took, was keen on the Arthurian mini-ideas I’d been
working on, and several appeared in Pendragon over the next
few years. Meanwhile, Bob Trubshaw expressed an interest
in reprinting my little book on fate and destiny under the
Heart of Albion Press banner. And he was also willing to
take a chance with my next, slightly more ambitious
Arthurian pieces. A Splendid Pillar: Images of the axis mundi i
the Grail Romances appeared in 1992, followed the same year
by The Bleeding Lance: Myth, Ritual and the Grail Romances; and
in 1993 by The Questing Beast and Other Cosmic Dismemberments.
These have now been collected, with a pertinent Pendragon
article ‘A Head on a Platter’, as Grail and Cosmos: Arthurian
Explorations in 2020.

The present collection completes the round-up of my
Arthurian pieces. The first four were originally published in
Pendragon. 1 had hoped to include ‘Cosmological Imagery in
the Grail Romances’ in Grail and Cosmos but was unable to
locate a copy of the text until recently. “The Fisher King
and Odinn’ is an upgraded (and in my view, much
improved) reworking of the piece that appeared in Folklore.
‘Sir Perceval and the Red Knight’ represents a condensed
incarnation of one of the ideas that got me so deeply
interested in the Arthurian tales in the first place. This little
collection also includes ‘Camelot on Camera’, until now my
one and only foray into film criticism, which I enjoyed
writing as much as 1 enjoyed some of the films, if only
because it gave me an opportunity to write about Raymond
Chandler. Very different from my usual output, the piece
was well-received by the Pendragon Society’s enthusiastic
Arthurians, and I’'m pleased to give it another outing here.
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To bring it more or less up date, ‘Camelot on Camera: The
Sequel’, was written in 2025 especially for this collection,
which takes a brief but equally jaundiced, opinionated and
judgemental look at on-screen Arthurian adventures since
1993, with a couple of detours to embrace some older films
and television series omitted from the original article, with
some suggestions for further reading, should you be so
inclined. Okay, I’'m no Roger Ebert or Pauline Kael, and
Mark Kermode’s job is safe from me; but I know what I
like, and why I like it.

To round out the collection — some uncharitable souls
might call it ‘shameless padding” — is “The Perilous Bridge’
(originally published in the first issue of Az the Edge), which
although only marginally Arthurian was inspired by the
impassable or dangerous bridges described in a number of
medieval Arthurian stories. It doesn’t belong here — yet it
does...

This slim volume is a companion to the Grail and Cosmos
collection I put together in 2020, which I’d expected to be
my final contribution to Arthur and the Grail legends. On
the whole, I don’t think these five old pieces — or the four
in Grail and Cosmos — have aged too badly, and the make-

over with more sophisticated technology has certainly
helped.

Alby Stone
Walworth, 1ondon
June 2025
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Sir Perceval and the Red Knight

First published in Pendragon 23/1, 1992.

Chrétien de Troyes’ twelfth-century romance Perceval
describes how the young hero, after having left his mother
in order to pursue a career in knighthood, comes to the
court of King Arthur. As he approaches. he sees a knight
leaving, wearing red armour and carrying a golden cup.
Perceval immediately covets the knight’s arms, and declatres
that he will ask the king to grant them to him. Inside, he
learns that the Red Knight of the forest of Quinqueroi had
taken Arthur’s cup, poured the contents over the queen,
then made off with it. Perceval asks the king to make him a
knight and to grant him the Red Knight’s arms. The king’s
seneschal, Kay, mocks him, saying that he can have them if
he can take them, earning himself a rebuke from the king. A
girl laughs for the first time in six years, and tells Perceval
that he will be the best knight in the world; she is slapped
by Kay, who also kicks the court fool into the fire.
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However, Perceval rides off after the Red Knight. When he
finds the knight, Perceval demands the red armour,
eventually provoking a violent response. In reply, Perceval
throws his spear, which strikes the knight in the eye and
exits through the nape of his neck, killing him instantly. The
boy then tries to get the armour off, but does not know
how to remove it. Yvonet, who had been observing, shows
him how to do so, and Perceval dons the armour over his
own rough clothing. Wearing the red armour, Perceval tells
Yvonet to return the king’s cup and tell Kay that he will
avenge the slapping of the gitl, then rides off on the Red
Knight’s horse.

This fairly short adventure is rarely given any more than a
cursory mention in studies of the Grail legend. At first
sight, this neglect seems pretty well justified: it is a rather
short adventure, and seems to serve only as a device to
account for the hero’s possession of the appropriate
accoutrements of knighthood and to give him a shove in
the right direction. And yet, it has several features that mark
it as a crucial episode in the hero’s progress.

For one thing, this episode is repeated almost exactly in a
number of other romances. The version in Wolfram von
Eschenbach’s Pargival is virtually identical, except that the
Red Knight is named as Ither of Gaheviez, whose lands
have been taken by Arthur. In the Welsh romance Peredur,
there is no mention of the boy making a girl laugh, and the
colour of the armour is not specified, but the episode is
otherwise the same. The account given by the Middle
English poem S7r Percevelle of Galles is more or less the same,
but also tells us that the Red Knight steals the cup every
five years, and that he had first done so, and killed
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Dead Knights and Wounded Kings

Perceval’s father, fifteen years earlier, introducing a revenge
theme to help justify the killing.

When these four accounts are compared, several interesting
points emerge. One obvious point is that there has been
some effort made to justify or rationalise the Red Knight’s
death: as revenge for the insult to the queen, or as unwitting
retribution for the death of Perceval’s father. Wolfram, with
characteristic honesty, does not seek to justify the killing —
indeed, one’s sympathies are entirely with the wronged
Ither, who tells his killer-to-be to apologise to the queen on
his behalf, and whose death is mourned by women, rather
than his rude and selfish killer, who has even used a weapon
frowned upon by the code of Chivalry. The conclusion here
is that the Red Knight’'s death is necessary, but
misunderstood by the romancers, who distorted its
significance and — with the exception of Wolfram — tried to
explain it away by introducing revenge as a means of
justifying it.

Two further points emerge from this. The first is that, for
some reason, the Red Knight’s death is absolutely essential
if the hero is to progress any further. The second is that the
manner of the Red Knight’s demise may also be of some

importance.

A clue to the necessity of Perceval killing the Red Knight
can be found in the Didot Perceval. This romance has no
corresponding adventure, but it does account for Perceval’s
acquisition of the coveted red armour. A great tournament
is held at Pentecost, but Perceval does not take part because
he has been wounded in the hand. Elaine, Gawain’s sister,

sends him a message asking him to joust in her honour, and
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to wear the vermilion armour that she will provide for him.
Perceval agrees, and proves unbeatable. Shortly afterwards,
when Perceval has embarked upon the quest far the Grail,
he does fight and overcome a knight wearing vermilion, but
does not kill him. There is a fundamental difference
between this account and those previously mentioned, in
that here Percival is already a fully-armed knight, not the
callow boy of Perceval and the rest. Thus, he is already
armed, with no need to take the equipment of a vanquished
opponent. The Didot Perceval gets round this obstacle in true
chivalric style, by making his red armour a present from a
female admirer, and allows Perceval to demonstrate his
mercy by allowing his vermilion-armoured foe to remain
alive. Evidently, the important thing is for the hero to be
clad in red before he can seek out the Grail. In Perlesvaus,
the young Perceval sees a White Knight fighting a losing
battle against a Red Knight, and hurls his spear at the latter,
killing him; the boy then takes the dead man’s horse. After
this, he bears a red shield with a white stag design. Later in
the same romance, Percival kills another Red Knight with a

lance-thrust, again taking his horse.

Perlesvans has nothing to say of the hero wearing red,
although the red background of his shield may be a vestige
of that idea. In The Quest of the Holy Grail, though, Galahad —
in this case taking Perceval’s place as the knight destined to
attain the Grail — first appears at Arthur’s court wearing red
armour, and when he takes this off he is dressed in a red
tunic and mantle. Similarly, Perceval is stripped of his
armour and dressed in a red mantle when he comes to the
Grail Castle in Perceval.
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On the whole, this does not happen to other characters.
Gawain, for instance, in the First Continuation of Perceval, is
given a grey and white fur-lined gown when he comes to
the Grail Castle. On the other hand, the hero of Pargival is
given a cloth-of-gold gown to wear; though by the look of
some medieval artefacts, this could be of a reddish hue.
Overall, it can be suggested that the chosen knight had to

be dressed in red in order to pursue the quest.

To find out why this should be necessary, we only have to
consider the role played by that colour in Celtic tradition.
Anne Ross! states that red ‘is the colour usually associated
with death in the Celtic wotld, and as a result red horsemen
are sometimes represented as constituting an omen of
disaster’ — an idea that she illustrates by reference to the
Irish story The Destruction of Dd Derga’s Hostel, in which three
men with red hair, red equipment, and red horses appear to
Conaire and are instrumental in breaking one of the gessa
that bring about his end; and the red war-goddess, riding in
a chariot drawn by a single red horse, met by Ca Chulainn
in the Tdin. In the former the hostel where Conaire met his
death assumes a grin significance: Da Derga. the ‘Red God’,
appears to be death personified. Bearing in mind that the
Grail quest is certainly an otherworld journey in search of
an otherworldly vessel with some rather interesting
properties of prolonging life, a vessel related to the life-
restoring cauldron of Bramwen Daughter of Liyr, it seems that
the importance of the red armour is rooted in the
association of the colour with death. In other words, the
hero has to assume the colour of death in order to enter the
realm of the dead; although his victory over the Red Knight
could also be seen as a symbolic triumph over death itself,
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and a subsequent measure of control over the process. On
the whole, it may be more useful to see Perceval’s victory
over the Red Knight as a symbolic death — after all, he then
effectively becomes the Red Knight — an initiatory process
equivalent to the ritual death and rebirth of ancient mystery
cults and, more appropriately perhaps, shamanic initiations,
where the death-experience allows the shaman controlled
access to the otherworld. In other words, being ‘dead’
himself, or wearing the colour of the dead, Perceval is able
to enter the land of the dead in search of the vessel that
gives life.

The way in which Perceval kills the Red Knight is
important to this process. Chrétien and Wolfram both tell
us that the Red Knight is speared, through the eye, and the
author of Peredur agrees. By dint of his being the earliest-
known author of a Grail romance, Chrétien ought to be
taken seriously here, along with those who agree with or
have followed his version of the story. There are several
parallels to this in Celtic myth: the killing of Balor by Lugh
at the Second Battle of Mag Tuiredh, although in most
accounts the victim is slain by a zathlum, a slingshot, in the
eye, rather than by Lugh’s powerful magic spear; the
destruction of Gall’s eye by Luchet’s spear in The Boyhood
Deeds  of Finn; and Culhwch’s  similar treatment of
Ysbaddaden in Cwlbweh and Olwen. But there is nothing
particularly initiatory about Bélor’s death, although it, like
the others, has a ritualistic aspect, the source of which lies
in archaic Indo-European traditions of sacrifice and the
motif of the lightning-spear. Ritual spearing also occurs in
Norse tradition, in two contexts: firstly, the dead are

marked with a spear to consecrate them to Odinn, as
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described in Yuglinga saga; secondly, human sacrifice was
carried out by spearing, while the victims were
simultaneously hanged. An instance of this double-death
sacrifice occurs in Gautreks saga, where King Vikar is so
slain by his own followers; but the great exemplar must be
Odinn’s own ordeal recounted in the poem Hdvamdl, in
which he himself says that he hanged for nine nights on the
Wortld Tree, pierced by a spear, as a sacrifice fo himself, to gain
knowledge of the runes.

Unfortunately, Odinn does not say where on his body he
was pierced, nor is Gautreks saga eloquent on that point with
regard to Vikar. Ynglinga saga, too, is silent as to the nature
of the mark made by the spear on those dedicated to
Odinn. This lack of detail is rather frustrating, especially as
all we need to know is whether or not the spear was used to
wound the eye of the victim. Elsewhere in Old Norse
literature, we are told that Odinn exchanged an eye for a
single draught from Mimir’s Well, in order to acquire
wisdom, but we are not told how the removal of the eye
was effected. It is just possible that the two stories may be
variants of a now-lost original, in which the drink from the
well is Odinn’s reward for his hardships on the tree:
Hdvamal does state that the god had no food or drink
during his ordeal. In that case, Odinn’s self-sacrifice (which
is also an initiation) would involve him spearing himself in
the eye. This would then have a certain thematic relevance
to Perceval’s slaughter of the Red Knight. But as it stands

so far, the argument is tenuous.

However, there are a few pieces of historical evidence to
support this idea. On December 23rd 679 the Merovingian
king Dagobert II was murdered at Stenay, in the Ardennes.
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Acting under orders from Pepin the Fat, Mayor of the
king’s palace, a servant followed Dagobert to a stream.
found him sleeping there, and speared him through the eye.
This smacks of a ritual killing: apart from the method, the
date is near enough to midwinter, the most important time
of the Germanic year: a time when omens are traditionally
given great credence. The spearing has a slight resemblance
to the death of the hero Siegfried in the Nibelungenlied,
speared through the chest as he rests by a stream, and to the
spearing of Lleu Llaw Gyffes under magical or ritual
conditions by Gronw Pebyr in the welsh story Math Son of
Mathonwy. Neither of these are speared in the eye, however.
One other notable example of death by eye-piercing is that
of the English king Harold at the Battle of Hastings in
1066: the offending weapon was reputedly an arrow, rather
than a spear, but the accounts of Harold’s death are

generally unreliable.

The manner of Dagobert’s death is of particular interest, as
an emblem of Merovingian kingship was a spear, which was
ritually used by one king to confer status on his nephew. J.
M. Wallace-Hadrill> links this specifically with Woden,
whose cult is not usually associated with the Franks,
although there is some fragmentary evidence to support its
presence among them. If there was no Woden-cult among
the Franks, then it would make them unique among
Germanic peoples, as all others had either flourishing cults
of Woden or Odinn, or at least preserved a tradition of that
god as founder of the tribe or ancestor of the ruling
dynasty. The ritual sacrifice of kings to Odinn is known
from several Norse sources, and it would be a surprise
indeed if no other Germanic peoples engaged in that
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practice. In her much-maligned book The Divine King in
England, Margaret Murray® presents an impressive list of
English kings. slain by apparent treachery or in mysterious
circumstances, whose names are compounds of Os, an Old
English word with the general meaning ‘god’, but always
denoting Woden/Odinn when used with the definitive
article, as does the Old Norse cognate. Inevitably, Murray
sees all these as sacrificial victims, and she may have a point.
It is perhaps unfortunate that Murray goes too far,
stretching her thesis and the evidence to an alarming
degree, so causing most serious historians to doubt not only
her scholarship, but also her sanity. As it is, she is almost
certainly correct in her inference that those particular kings
were thus dedicated to Woden, and it may well be that they
were ‘dedicated’ to the god in both senses of the word. It is
also interesting that one of the alleged sacrificial victims
proposed by Murray is William II of England, killed by a
‘stray’ arrow while hunting in the New Forest. His

nickname was Rufus, ‘the red’.

The episode of Perceval and the Red Knight, then, seems to
exhibit signs of being influenced by Celtic traditions
concerning the colour red, along with a putative Celto-
Germanic sacrificial practice, one that was probably
reserved for kings. The former would be a natural
consequence of the known Celtic antecedents of the
Arthurian genre. The latter, as a mostly Germanic
phenomenon, seems to have occurred precisely in those
areas where the Grail romances reached their fruition, in
France and England. The exceptions that have relevance
here are the episodes in Pargival, which in any case was
composed by a German who shows some signs of being



Alby Stone

aware of a pagan German tradition; and Peredur, a Welsh
romance, but one that was almost certainly adapted from
Chrétien’s Perceval, thus returning the Celtic element of the
tradition to its roots. It is not impossible that the Celts
themselves practiced the sacrifice of their kings, but it
seems unlikely, on the whole. Even the murder of Lleu
Llaw Gyffes, and most of the story in which it is embedded,
probably owes more to Scandinavian or Old English
influence than it does to any ‘native’ Welsh or Irish
tradition. Germanic kingship possessed a numinosity that
the Celtic institution never attained, ultimately due to the
Germanic tradition of tracing the descent of their kings
from Odinn or Woden, as shown by the royal genealogies
of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and hinted at in Ynglinga saga.
Ither, the Red Knight in Wolfram’s version of the episode,
is a king in his own right, and Chrétien implies that the Red
Khnight of the forest of Quinqueroi is also one. This means
that by taking the Red Knight’s armour, Perceval is himself
assuming the mantle of kingship, a status ratified by his
fulfilment of the Grail Quest. This is an otherworldly
kingship, as the colour of his new attire — the colour of the
dead — indicates, and the nature of the Grail Castle affirms.
Like Odinn in Hedvamdl, the young knight makes a sacrifice
of himself to himself — that is, to the sacrality embodied in
kingship, according to the Germanic model. At the same
time, he achieves the Grail Quest in miniature, by
recovering the stolen cup and revitalising Arthur, who at
this point acts out the part that will later be taken in earnest
by the Fisher King. In the light of all this, Perceval’s
adventure with the Red Khnight then ceases to be an
incidental curiosity, and becomes instead a pivotal episode

10
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in the knight’s career, and an integral and essential part of
the overall narrative structure.

Notes
1: Anne Ross (1967), Pagan Celtic Britain, p. 411.
2: J. M. Wallace-Hadrill (1962, The Long-Haired Kings, p. 201.

3: Margaret Murray (1954), The Divine King of England. A
Study in Anthropology.
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The Fisher King and Odinn
Norse Tradition and the Grail Legends

First published in four patts, Pendragon 11/2 to 12/1, 1991.

Part 1

Who was the Fisher King? This enigmatic character has a
pivotal role in the grail stories: he is king of the grail realm;
both keeper and prisoner of the grail; and maternal uncle of
the hero Perceval He also appears as ‘Rich King Fisherman’
and the ‘Rich Fisher’, changes of title that do not affect his
role: sometimes he is split into two, or has a sinister alter-
ego. To confuse matters further still, he bears several
names, leading some scholars to identify him with more
than one figure from Celtic myth. He has even, by reason of
the inexorable Christianisation of pagan themes during the
Middle Ages, acquired a Biblical lineage.

In the French romances, the Fisher King is known by
variant forms of two names. As Bron or Brons, he has been
identified with the Celtic god Bran: as Pelles or Pellinore, he

has been linked with Beli — Bran’s ancestor, according to
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the Mabinogion, but actually his brother. to judge from other
sources — known as Beli Mawr, ‘Beli the Great’. The Fisher
King appears in Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Pargival as
Anfortas, a name of uncertain derivation. Ignoring
Wolfram’s version of the Fisher King for the moment, this
immediately poses one major problem: how is it that one
person, king of the Grail Castle and environs, appears to
have his origin in two distinct figures from Celtic myth?

In itself, this is not immediately serious. Indo-European
tradition is replete with examples of brother-gods who are
also rivals, divine twins, and so on. It is easy to see how a
Celtic tradition of divine brothers could become
transformed into the Grail King and a sinister ‘double’ —
Clinschor in Pargival, or the King of Castle Mortal in
Perlesvans, for example — or even into the two kings of the
Grail Castle who appear in some versions, where the
relationship is rationalised as father and son, or grandfather
and grandson. Indeed, the brothers Bran and Beli have
found their way into medieval Arthurian literature by other
avenues — they also appear in a number of guises, separately
and together, in Geoffrey of Monmouth, and in ‘non Grail’
contexts in various romances.

The real problem here is one of continuity. Bran is the
Celtic figure most frequently associated with the Fisher
King, on the grounds that his attributes and persona have
some resemblance to those of the king. The Beli of Celtic
literature is more elusive, and so he is associated with the
king to a lesser degree. It should be emphasised that this is
due almost entirely to the fact that Celtic literary tradition
has more to say of Bran than of Beli. Paradoxically,

the situation is reversed with regard to the pre-medieval
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tradition. Romano-Celtic inscriptions to Beli, as the deity
Belenos, are fairly common and widespread — but none are
known for Bran. Again, while Celtic personal names related
to Bran’s are found quite often in Classical literature, there
is an absence of divine names so related. It is generally
assumed that the supposed Celtic leaders Brennos and
Bolgios, brothers who are said to have led a military
incursion by the Galatae into Macedonia around 300 BC,
were actually ancestral gods, rather than historical
chieftains. But between then and the writing down of the
Welsh and Irish native tradition in the Middle Ages, Bran
seems to have disappeared — and yet, he reappears as
evidently the more important of the two. What happened to
him in the interim?

Another problem arises when we examine what is known of
the mythical Bran and compare him with the Fisher King of
Arthurian tradition. While he certainly bears a resemblance
to the Fisher King, it is not a particulatly strong one. They
have a name in common, to be sure, as well as associations
with an otherworldly abode, a debilitating wound, a magical
vessel, and a laying waste of the land. Some other points are
explained in terms of Celtic tradition in general; the
structure of the Grail Castle can be seen as that of the
typical Romano-Celtic temple; rules of hospitality and
family relationships are viewed in terms of Celtic social
usage; and so on. Much is left unexplained, however, and
left to be taken on trust. This is not particularly satisfying: at
best, the proffered explanations are vague and tentative. At
their worst, they are purely speculative, based on attempted
reconstructions of pre-literate myths that are really little

14
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more than fiction, with little or no evidence, physical or
literary, to support them.

It is possible, however, to suggest a relatively simple
solution to this problem. It is possible to account for the
dwindling of Brin by referring to one particular precedent
in a separate, yet closely-related mythic tradition; and to
account for his return as a response to the introduction of a
similar, but by then much more important, figure from that
tradition. First, it is necessary to ask if it is pertinent to look
for a source for mythical elements of Arthurian literature
outside the Celtic tradition, and, if so, what the appropriate
source could be.

The mythological elements of Arthurian literature are
usually viewed as exclusively Celtic, and so, for the most
part, any studies of those elements have an inevitable bias
toward the Celtic tradition. After all, if Arthur himself is an
undeniably Celtic figure — as are Merlin, Guinevere, and the
knights of the Round Table — and the adventures
surrounding him are, in many cases, identifiable as versions
of incidents occurring in medieval Irish and Welsh
literature, then what need is there to look further? Except,
of course, to identify and filter out anachronisms and the
veneer of Christian tradition introduced by the medieval
poets. There have been attempts to place the Arthurian
material in the context of a primal Indo-European mythic
tradition; and to interpret it analytically in terms of a pan-
mythical collective experience. However, the great majority
of serious studies, however much they have tried to widen
the perspective, assume that the elements of Arthurian
tradition are quintessentially Celtic. The grail presents a
minor difficulty, in that it has come to play a significant part
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in Christian mysticism, and has managed to acquite a
legendary background rooted in popular medieval
Christianity and ecclesiastical politics; but it is generally
acknowledged that the grail itself derives ultimately from
the magical cauldrons, cornucopiae and drinking vessels of
the Celtic Otherworld, and that the Christian aspects are a
late addition, a means of neutralising the then dangerous
paganism inherent in the soutrces by identifying the vessel
with both the chalice of the Eucharist and the legendary
container far Christ’s blood.

On the whole, the accepted ‘Celticness’ of Arthurian
literature has gone unchallenged. While this is quite
reasonable, given the known Celtic antecedence of most of
the genre, it would be remarkable indeed if some elements
of Norse or Germanic legend had not been incorporated at
some point. After all, four of the finest exponents of
Arthurian romance — Wolfram von Eschenbach, Hartmann
von Aue, Gottfried von Strassburg, and Heinrich von dem
Turlin — were Germans, and the French romancers were the
product of a mixed Celtic and Germanic (Frankish) society.
In Britain, a Germanic population, the English, had been
settled for several hundred years by the time the first
romances appeared — and the Romans had introduced
German legionaries and mercenaries a couple of centuries
eatlier, Germans who are known to have intermarried with
the native Celts, and who left a number of inscriptions and
religious artefacts to mark their presence. Furthermore,
Ireland, Wales and Scotland were all raided and settled by
Scandinavians from the eighth century onwards, as was
England and northern France — the latter by Vikings who,

as the Normans, were to provide a ruling class in England
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after 1066. Scandinavian and Celtic relations were cemented
by numerous royal marriages, which inevitably stimulated
cultural exchange. Celtic literature exerted some influence
on Scandinavian poetry and prose, and a number of Old
Norse versions of Celtic tales are known: and, later still,
some Arthurian material was translated or adapted into Old
Norse.

If close contact and mutual influence between Celtic and
Germanic peoples has existed since the early medieval
petiod, eatlier links may be even more significant. The
Romans found it difficult to distinguish between Celtic and
Germanic tribes, and often confused the two; recently,
Colin Renfrew has, against accepted views of Indo-
European linguistic development, suggested a Celto-
Germanic linguistic and cultural continuum, an idea that
receives tacit support by H. R. Ellis Davidson in her Myzhs
and Symbols in Pagan Europe. T. G. E. Powell has suggested
that it is ‘an illusion to think that there can have been any
fundamental difference, or antagonism, between the Celtic-
speaking, and the Teutonic-speaking peoples of Germania
as such’. If all Indo-European myths and cultures are
related, than the Celts and Germans are more intimately
related than most. In theory, it should not have been too
difficult for one to accept and absorb religious or mythic
items emanating from the other. It is known that the British
Celtic traditions retained various pieces of lore dating from
the Roman occupation — indeed, Arthur himself is often
alleged to be a ‘Romanised’ Celt — yet there remains a
marked reluctance on the part of Celtic and Arthurian
scholars to accept or postulate the existence of similar

intrusions or influences from Norse or German sources.
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The proposed solution to the problem of the Fisher King is
rooted in this relationship between Celts and Germans. It
is, firstly, that the ‘ancestral’ brother-gods Bran and Beli
suffered from a process common to dyadic deities in the
Indo-European tradition: one was elevated at the expense
of the other. The corresponding figures in Germanic
tradition would be Odinn (Woden) and Tyr (Tiw) — to
whom almost the same thing happened. According to the
Indo-European tripartite ideology discerned by Georges
Dumézil, both sets — Bran/Beli and Oéinn/T;’rr — would
occupy the dual position of ‘sovereign’ divinities, those
responsible for controlling and maintaining the cosmic
order. Originally, Tyr would have represented social order.
contracts and legal functions; Odinn was thus the ruling
force of the ‘magical’ cosmos — the supernatural. With the
passage of time, Odinn became the pre-eminent god of the
Germans, and Tyr’s attributes were assimilated by Odinn
and other gods. At least, that is the situation as regards the
Scandinavian branch of the Germanic peoples, as is evident
from their copious literary heritage; for the ‘continental’
Germans the picture may have been different, but their
pagan traditions are sparse in comparison, more anecdotal,
and so there is a degree of uncertainty. However, Tyr did
retain a place among the Norse gods, and vestiges of his
former role and status. Among the Celts, the Indo-
European ideology is less clearly-defined than it is for the
Germans, though there are some remarkable examples of
its presence, especially in the more conservative Irish
tradition. With Brin and Beli the picture is vague indeed.
For a start, very little is known of Beli from extant Irish or
Welsh literature, except that he was regarded as an ancestor
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by the early Welsh ruling classes; that he was — according to
Branwen Daughter of Llyr — Bran’s maternal grandfather; and
that he was an ancestor of many of the important characters
in Welsh myth. One school of thought links his name to
Belgae, Bolgios, and the Fir Bolg of Irish legend; another
associates Beli with Bilé, ancestor of the Gaels; and he is
more generally recognised as a form of the popular Celtic
god Belenos. There is no reason why any of these should be
viewed as mutually exclusive: the sane thread seems to run
through these variations on a theme. Belenos is often
purported to be a sun-god, but this idea is redundant in the
context of multi-aspected Celtic divinities: as a god with a
strong solar aspect, Beli would tend toward resembling Tyr;
but in his role of royal ancestor he rather parallels Odinn,
who appears as such in England, Scandinavia, and
Germany. The brotherhood of Beli with Bran is attested
not only by the pairing of Brennos and Bolgios, mentioned
above, but also by the appearance of similarly named
brothers in Arthurian literature. In Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain, we read of
Brennius and Belinus, sons of Dunvallo Molmutius, who
become rivals, but are eventually reconciled and join
together for a number of successful military campaigns; in
his Erec et Enide, Chrétien de Troyes mentions a dwarf-king,
Bilis, who has a taller brother named Brien or Brihan — an
echo. perhaps, of Bran’s gigantic stature according to the
Mabinogion; and Malory’s Morte d’Arthur tells of the brothers
Balin and Balan.

There may be reflections of this pairing in the Swite du
Merlin, which tells how Balin and Pelleam come to blows

over the lattet’s evil brother, a conflict which results in
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Pelleam being pierced through the thighs with a lance
wielded by Balin; later, Balin is slain by his own brother.
Again, Geoffrey of Monmouth tells how a magician named
Pellitus was killed with an iron rod by Brian, nephew of
King Cadwallo. Overall, the evidence points to Brin and
Beli originally having been brothers. The mythological
function of their relationship is harder to define: there has
inevitably been a tendency to see their rivalry in terms of a
struggle between the forces of light and darkness: and there
are grounds for contrasting the solar attribute of Beli with
Bran’s maritime connections. In themselves, these are
essentially pointers to their roles in the schema as outlined
by Dumézil. The only problem here is in identifying their
respective functions in the dyad: the lack of information as
regards  their early incarnations, and their later
interchangeability, makes this a virtual impossibility,
unfortunately. Bran is obviously an important character in
the Mabinogion, as he is later in Arthurian literature. Beli, by
contrast, is a shadowy, enigmatic figure in the Mabinogion,
where his significance is due as much to his absence as it is
to anything else. Even in Arthurian romance he is nowhere
near as ubiquitous as Bran. And yet, there are no Roman or
Romano-Celtic inscriptions to Bran, whereas several dozen
attest to the widespread veneration of Belenus. Between
300 BC and the earliest transcription of the Welsh tradition
in the early medieval period, Bran seems to have
disappeared, while Beli became the most widely-known
Celtic divinity.
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Part 2

Obviously, there must have been some continuing oral
tradition, and in some areas there would have been a greater
respect for and knowledge of Bran than of Beli. There have
been attempts to identify Bran with the Celtic god identified
by the Romans with Dis Pater, the Latin Hades from whom
the Celts claimed descent, according to Julius Caesar — but
this would still leave the problem of why, when it was
standard practise to give both Latin and Celtic names for a
god on monuments and the like, Brin’s name was
continually omitted. The Romans had no superstitious
dread of naming gods directly, and they most certainly did
not respect any Celtic customs regarding this. There are
three main possibilities: Bran may not originally have been
very important at all, which is highly unlikely in the face of
his evident importance to the Galatae of 300 BC and his
later blossoming into significance in Welsh and Arthurian
tradition; or Bran had waned into a minor figure, deemed
by Rome to be of little consequence and so ignored by the
interpretatio romana;, or he had undergone a major change of
name and, perhaps, of attributes. Of the later Bran, we are
told in the Mabinogion that he was of great size; that he was
associated with a cauldron that could raise the dead, but
which left them bereft of speech; that he was involved in a
war which left two lands wasted and depopulated; that he
was mortally wounded in the foot by a spear; that he and
seven others were all that remained of his army; that he
made his remaining followers cut off his head, which, still
living, entertained them in an otherworldly hall on the
island of Grassholme; and that his head was buried as a
protective talisman at the site of what is now the Tower of
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London. The Irish Immram Brain, the eatliest manuscript of
which dates from the eleventh century, though the story
itself is evidently much older, tells of a voyage made by
Brin son of Febal to the Land of Women, taking in several
other wonders an the way. In itself, it tells us little of Bran,
save that he was associated with a voyage to an island where
time was suspended. Apart from this, we have the Welsh
tradition of Bran Galed (Bran the Niggard), associated with
a magic drinking-horn; the 1Voyage of St Brendan, a
Christianisation of Immram Brain, which adds nothing but a
moral tone; and a few scraps from sources such as the
Welsh Triads, which tell us little else, but which reinforce
Brin’s connection with a magical vessel and strengthen his
role as a military leader. It should be emphasised that these
extant references to Bran date back to no earlier than the
eighth century; and there is nothing at all to support Bran’s
identification with any Celtic deity known from inscriptions
of the Roman period in Britain or Europe. Many Celtic
divinities were associated with cauldrons or cornucopia;
both are found in early Celtic religious iconography, but
seem not to be associated with any specific deities — though
it may be worth bearing in mind the well-known link
between ships and Bronze Age funerary rites. The name
Brin, ‘raven’, seems at first glance to be more helpful: one
god known from the time of the Roman occupation of
Britain and Gaul who does have a raven attribute is Lugos,
known in Ireland as Lugh and as both Lleu and Lludd in
Welsh lore. Lugos, though, has almost nothing in common
with the literary Bran, nor do his later incarnations in
literature. All in all, the evidence for Bran existing in the

Roman period under an assumed name is very slim indeed,;

22



Dead Knights and Wounded Kings

he may well have changed function or attributes, but that
would be almost impossible to discover. It seems more
likely that Bran went the same way as the Germanic Tyr.

This has a second bearing on the problem of the Fisher
King. Something must have inspired the resurgence of Bran
in the traditions of the insular Celts, perhaps even reshaping
his myth in the process. The single most important event in
the history of the British and Irish Celts, after the Roman
occupation, was the sudden — in historical terms — influx of
large numbers of Germanic-speaking people from the
fourth century onward. These Germanic-speakers — Angles,
Saxons, Swedes, Danes, and so on, coming in various waves
to different parts of the British Isles — brought with them
their own gods. These were related, through distant
ancestry and repeated contacts, but distinct by emphasis
and the demands of what were only relatively minor
linguistic and cultural differences. Their chief god was
Odinn, or Woden — and he can be shown to be the god
most likely to have sparked off a revival of interest in Bran
among the natives. It can also be demonstrated that the
mythical exploits and attributes of Odinn help to explain
those aspects of the Fisher King that cannot be accounted
for by reference to either Bran or Beli.

Let us now examine the Fisher King. His legend can be
condensed quite easily: he is the guardian of the mysterious
vessel known as the grail, a very special example of a utensil
common in medieval Europe, a deep, wide dish or bowl,
not unlike a cauldron (according to Parzival, the grail is a
green, semi-precious stone; the equivalent vessel in Peredur
differs from the norm in that it contains a severed human

head, swimming in blood). He is an invalid, crippled by a
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spear-wound (a sword, in the Queste del Saint Graal), often
described as ‘through both thighs’; though it is also stated
that the wound is besween his thighs, a patent reference to
the genitals. Because of this wound, his land, the kingdom
of the grail, has become a barren waste. The king’s suffering
and the land’s blight can only be healed by the coming of
the king’s destined successor, who must ask a particular
question in the presence of the grail. Along with the grail,
which most often appears accompanied by a group of
maidens, the Grail Castle contains a number of other
mysterious objects, including a lance that drips blood; when
these objects are displayed, those present are setved by the
grail with whatever food and drink they desire, and the grail
itself helps to literally light up the proceedings. The Fisher
King is usually dressed in black, usually wears a cap or hat,
and 1s depicted as an old man. His castle and hall are
generally square (the castle is circular in Pargial),
surrounded by a moat or river, and with a central hearth
with a large fire-hood. Sometimes, there are two grail kings,
one the father or grandfather of the other, and it may be the
older man who is infirm but sustained by the grail. When
the grail knight first meets the Fisher King he is seated in a
boat on a river, fishing with a companion.

In Perlesvaus and Pargival, the Fisher King has sinister
counterparts: in the former, this rival is the King of Castle
Mortal, who is responsible for a great deal of trouble; in the
latter it is the emasculated wizard Clinschor, who rules a
very interesting parody of the Grail Castle. The Swuite du
Merlin, which purports to deal with the early history of the
grail, gives the king an evil brother prone to committing
murders while in a state of invisibility. Compare also the
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magician Gansguoter, lord of the Castle of Wonders in
Heinrich’s Diu Krine; and their equivalent in Chrétien’s

Perceval.

The Fisher King’s name is, as noted at the beginning of this
essay, given as Bron or Brons. (R. S. Loomis convincingly
presents ‘Goon Desert’, the king’s brother in Manessiet’s
continuation of Perceval, as a corrupt rendering of Bran),
Pelles, Pelleam and Pellinore. In Parzival, the king is named
Anfortas, whose name does not appear to be related to
cither form.

This is the crude essence of the Fisher King, stripped of the
Christian trappings that came to cling to him. How does he
compare to Bran? Firstly we should note that the spear,
petipheral in the Bran sources has attained an almost sacral
significance in the grail legend. Secondly, the sea-fording
giant has become an infirm old man, whose only marine
connections are a moat, a boat, and a taste for fishing.
Bran’s severed head has also virtually disappeared, retained
as a central motif in Peredur, and tangentially so in Perlesvans,
but present only in minor parts in the other versions, where
it is rarely linked with the grail. The theme of the wasted
land is still strong in the grail stories, of course, perhaps
even more so; but it is linked specifically with the king’s
wound, rather than an arduous war; and it is also associated
with a ritualistic question that is not found in the Brin
myth. As yet, Branwen, Brin’s exiled sister, for whose sake
the Irish campaign was fought, has not been mentioned; but
she is most profitably to be identified with the Fisher King’s
own sister, the widow living in the wilderness, mother of
the hero Perceval. The grail, naturally, is to be equated with
Bran’s cauldron — but the latter has no bevy of young
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women for a retinue, not does it illuminate the hall with its
own light. Bran’s otherworldly island dwelling has obvious
parallels with the Grail Castle, with regard to structure; and
there are spell-breaking incidents at both places, when one
of Bran’s followers opens a forbidden door, and when the
grail knight leaves on the morning after his first, abortive
visit to the Grail Castle — however, these are quite
dissimilar. Only one grail romance, Sone de Nausay, has a
close structural resemblance to Bramwen — but in that it
stands alone; interestingly, but probably fortuitously, it links
the grail to Norway.

That is more or less where the resemblance ends, and even
then it is apparent that there are significant points of
divergence. On their own, these could, be explained as
inevitable corruptions due to time, and differences of
context, culture, and language. One very important factor
has so far been ignored: the name of the Grail Castle. It
appears in a number of variant forms: Corbenic (Queste del
Saint  Graal), Carbonek (in Malory), and Corbiere (in
Manessiet’s  continuation of  Pereval):  Cambenoye,
Cambenoyt, and Cabenoyte (the Prose Lancelo?); Malory, in
Book XI of the Morte d’Arthur, also calls it the Castle of
Corbin. These names ate open to a number of
interpretations. Loomis opines that it is a corruption of cor
benoit, ‘blessed vessel’ (perhaps ‘blessed body’), which he
associates with the popular Celtic cornucopia motif.
Another suggested derivation is from the Welsh caer
bannawg, ‘square (or ‘four-cornered’) castle’. The former
seems to be an attempt on the part of Loomis to reconcile
the pagan content of the grail legend with the Christian

elements — it is not particularly convincing, in any case. The
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latter fits most readily with the descriptions of the Grail
Castle. But it can be no accident that the romancers have
given the castle a name that is close to the Old French
corbean, modern French corbiere, and Middle English corbie:
‘raven’. This fits neatly with Bran’s own name, but is also a
pointer to Odinn, whose oracular ravens, Huginn and
Muninn, are one reason why he was known, among many
other names, as Hrafnagud, ‘God of Ravens’. The name of
the Grail Castle in Pargiral also points to Odinn:
Munsalvaesche, or Mont Sauvage, the ‘Wild Mountain’,
probably a reference to Odinn’s role as leader of the Wild
Hunt in the north

Part 3

A close look at Odinn reveals a striking resemblance to the
Fisher King. In Odinn’s stronghold, Valholl (‘Hall of the
slain’), there is a cauldron called E/dbrimnir (‘Fire-sooty’),
which provides food for the dead warriors gathered there.
This vessel is used to cook a boar that returns to life every
evening. Odinn’s warriors are served by the alkyra,
warrior-women who choose those who die in battle. Odinn
himself does not need food — all he requires is wine. It is
tempting to see an immediate parallel here with events at
the Grail Castle: the rejuvenating, life-sustaining vessel
providing choice pork, served to those present by
supernatural women,; the lord of the hall, not eating, like the
old king who is sustained by a single communion-wafer —
that is, food for the spirit rather than the flesh — each day.
The brilliant light emanating from the grail is reminiscent of
the luminous swords provided, by Odinn, to illuminate
Asgardr, according to the Skdldskaparmil section of Snorri
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Sturluson’s Prose Edda, for which parallels exist elsewhere in
Norse literature. Odinn also had another hall, Gimlé
(‘Fireside’).

Odinn was said to have hung on the World Tree for nine
days and nights, pierced by a spear, in order to obtain the
secret of the runes. He also possessed a magic spear of his
own, Gungnir, whose thrust was unstoppable; hence
Odinn’s nicknames Hnfkar and Hnikud (‘Spear-thruster’).
Odinn reputedly initiated battles by hurling a spear over the
assembled warriors. Indeed, the spear was the most potent
symbol of Odinn’s cult; and it is known that those who did
not die in battle could gain entry to Valholl by being
stabbed with a spear at their death. Gungnir may or may
not have been the spear that wounded Odinn on the World
Tree, and there is no record of it dripping blood or bleeding
itself: but the magical practice of ‘activating’ runes by
smearing or painting them with blood, attested in a number
of sources, may be relevant to this, if it is allowed that
Odinn’s spear-wound may have provided the blood that
was used at the runes’ inception. One of Odinn’s more
curious nicknames is Jd/k, ‘Gelding™ there is no extant
mythical episode to account far this, but it may be linked to
Odinn’s proficiency at the magical art seidr, which was
supposed to be a feminine domain, shameful to men.
Compare this with Clinschor, the eunuch magician of
Parzgival, who came to the art of sorcery because of his
castration; and also the genital wound of the Fisher King —
who is said explicitly, in Pargival again, to be wounded in the
scrotum.

Odinn is also associated with an oracular severed head, that
of Mimir, who owned the well at the root of the World
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Tree. Odinn preserved the head with herbs, and consulted
it regarding the future. It has been claimed that this myth
was borrowed from the Celts, specifically from the
mythology of Bran; but in view of the existence of very
similar traditions and practices among the shamans of
northern and central Asia, that idea is highly suspect. A
common source is much more likely.

The Fisher King’s connection with boats is also explicable
by reference to Odinn. Bran, we know, was so large that no
building could contain him. nor any boat — thus, he waded
across the Irish Sea (then composed of two rivers,
according to the Mabinogion; Bran helps his army cross a
third by laying himself across it like a bridge), towing his
army in their vessels behind him. Odinn, on the other hand,
appears in several Norse myths as a ferryman — in the Edda
poem Hdrbardsljéd, and in V'plsunga saga, far example. In the
latter, Odinn the ferryman takes a corpse from the man
who was carrying it, but disappears before the bearer can
embark; this can be compared to the ferryman in Din Krine
who takes corpses as payment, but, later, refuses to carry
Gawein. This is Odinn in his role of psychopomp, the god
who conducts the dead to the other wotld; it should be seen
in the context of ship-burials and similar Scandinavian
funerary practices. This certainly makes better sense than
the vague and unconvincing attempt of Loomis to explain
away the Fisher King’s ‘messing about on the river’ by
claiming him as a Celtic sea-god.

There is also an element of Odinn’s myth that has a direct
bearing on the frequent duality of the grail king, and the
king’s sinister mirror-image. According to the Gesta
Danornm of Saxo Grammaticus, Odinn had a double, a

29



Alby Stone

mischief-maker named Mitothyn. who took Odinn’s place
and thereby managed to create havoc. A similar incident
occurs in the Ynglinga saga section of Snorri’s Heimskringla,
except that there Odinn’s place is taken by his two brothers,
Vilje (Vali) and Vé. In mythological terms, these last two are
effectively aspects of Odinn himself (see the Gylfaginning
section of Snorti’s Fdda, where Odinn appears in triplicate),
seemingly developed in accordance with the Indo-European
predilection for triple ancestors accounting for the three
classes of society — priesthood and sovereign; warrior
aristocracy; peasants, artisans, and merchants. These
brothers of Odinn are almost certainly a late rationalisation,
added to the historicised Odinn to account for the three
estates, possibly to fill the gap left by the diminished Tyr in
a tradition which held dim memories of a brother, equal to
and rivalling Odinn himself. This brother would have been
a twin, almost certainly: virtually all Indo-European
cosmogonies exhibit vestiges, at least, of the ‘cosmic twins’
or a similarly-divided being as a central figure in the process
of creation; and echoes of this are found in a number of
Indo-European foundation legends. As noted eatlier, this
has invariably led to one ‘twin’ being retained and elevated
at the expense of the other, with the predominant figure
acquiring aspects and attributes of the other. it is generally
acknowledged that such a process occurred with respect to
Odinn and Tyr; and it has been suggested that something of
the kind probably happened with regard to Beli and Bran. If
so, then a weakening of the relationship would have been
likely — thus, Tyr became Odinn’s son; Bran became Beli’s
grandson. The passage of such a theme into Arthurian

literature may well have been subject to unresolved tensions
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generated by varying or conflicting traditions surrounding
the source-material, hence the complexities of the multiple
and mirrored Fisher King.

Traces of Odinn’s cosmological attributes — and thus those
of the dyadic sovereign divinity common to Indo-European
myths — ate easily discernible in the grail legends. As a god
connected intimately with the rule and manipulation of
fundamental cosmic laws, Odinn should be associated with
the axis mundi, the central point of the cosmos. And indeed
he is. The World Tree is characterised as his horse —
Yggdrasill, ‘steed of the terrible one’ — and Valholl is at its
foot. Valholl itself is, like the Grail Castle, a model of the
cosmos, as well as its centre (see Perlesvans for an explicit
reference to the Grail Castle as the centre of the world).
Now the axis mund: is, in Indo-European tradition, dual:
there are two central points, one representing the secular
rulership, the other for the sacral governance. Each is an
alloform, an alternative version, of the other, and their
functions, though differing in scope, are qualitatively the
same. A particularly good example of this duality can be
found in ancient Irish tradition, where Uisnech was the
druids’ centre, and Tara that of the kings. The resemblance
to the Grail Castle and its reflection is clear. In Pargival,
Clinschot’s castle contains a strange pillar — a common
representation of the cosmic axis — from which Gawain can
see the wotld turning about him. The grail itself bears all
the hallmarks of the cosmic axis: in particular it resembles
the bounteous ‘world-mills’ of Norse legend, and the Sazzpo
of the Finnish epic Kalevala. Something of this complex
duality is hinted at by the Fisher King and his rival in the
German grail romances. In Pargival, the king’s name is
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Anfortas; in Diu Krone, his double, lord of the Castle of
Wonders, is called Gansguoters. Compare the latter with
Gautr, Gapt, and Geat, names for Odinn among the
Swedes, Ostrogoths, and English, respectively; and with
Guodan, a version of Odinn’s name known from pre-
Christian Germany (Anforfas has been derived from Latin
infirmitas by one authority; however, it seems to be patently
the same name as Gansguoters, though the name seems to
have undergone a transformation analogous to the
rendering of Welsh names into Irish. Perhaps there is a clue
here to the routes taken by the myths on their way to the
romancers). It needs to be emphasised that the physical
cosmos is an alloform of its social and religious
counterparts. In the earliest Indo-European myths, these
appear to have been indivisible.

This is by no means an exhaustive study: there are other
aspects of the Fisher King, and the grail legends as a whole,
that could be explored and compared in this way. The
adventure of Perceval with the Red Knight, for example,
could be fruitfully analysed with reference to the cult of
Odinn. Tt would help to account for the one essential aspect
of the Odinn mythology that is absent from the trappings
of the Fisher King — his one-eyedness. A black, one-eyed
glant does appear as ruler of a castle in Peredur, and one-
eyed men are not unknown in other grail romances; but
they are always on the fringe, without any real textual
significance. Again, the perennially-vexing Question Test
may be illuminated in this way. Odinn is a lover of riddles,
often posing them, often answering them, though usually in
an evasive manner. Indeed, his visitors seem to be expected
to ask questions; and Gylfi’s visit to Valhgll, recounted in
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Snorti’s Edda, ends in a manner not unlike that of ‘“failed’
visits to the Grail Castle.

Part 4

A truly exhaustive comparison would require a book in
itself; but it has, hopefully, been shown that there are
numerous points of resemblance between Odinn and the
Fisher King; and that the myth of Odinn fills many gaps left
if that of Bran is superimposed upon the legend of the
Fisher King. A direct transmission, perhaps of a now-lost
myth that was still in circulation at the time of the
appearance of the grail romances, cannot — and should not
— be ruled out entirely; but the circumstances outlined here
are not promising. There are problems for the present
analysis, in that Odinn has usually been equated with the
Celtic divinity Lugos (Lugh). This equation has been based
on the shared polyvalent nature of the two, and it may be
that the continuing reappraisal of Celtic deities may change
this — there are, after all, several Celtic gods who have one
or two things in common with the Odinn we know, and
Lugos/Lugh himself has aspects that conflict directly with
those of Odinn. But we should note that the Trish myths
depict Lugh as killing his grandfather Balor (compare
Odinn’s nicknames Bilyg, ‘one-whose-eye-deceives-him’,
and Bdleyg, ‘flame-eyed-one’) by hutling a spear through his
single eye. Again, Ireland has long been thought to have
retained the most archaic and conservative version of Celtic
mythology, but Beli (Bilé) has become a remote and vague
ancestral deity, and Bran seems to have reappeared there at
about the same time as he did in the Welsh tradition. In
Ireland, Lugh is probably the most important god in the
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mythology that has come down to us, and it seems likely
that he too has acquired some characteristics of an older
tigure. However, these are comparatively minor problems.
They do not seriously affect this analysis as a whole.
Another problem is presented by the apparent
transplantation of the Grail Castle adventure into the
fourteenth-century Icelandic tale Thorstein Mansion-Might, but
virtually all of this can be found, in fragmented form, in
much earlier Norse sources. Interestingly, the magical vessel
in this tale is a drinking-horn named Grimr — a common

name for Odinn — with a speaking human head at its tip.

The greatest difficulty faced by the present argument is that
of the rough contemporaneity of the written texts in which
the three traditions — Norse, Celtic, and Arthurian — are
enshrined, Arthurian material was rendered into Old Notse,
and has even been found in Faroese ballad form: a factor
which could be used as a basis for arguing that Arthurian
material influenced the composition of texts containing the
northern mythology — there is even one episode, in
Volunga saga, that depicts Odinn presiding in Merlin-like
manner over an act that directly parallels the famous
‘sword-in-the-stone’ test. There is also the near-certainty
that the Welsh romance Peredur is itself a rendering of
Chrétien’s Perceval, Celtic myth returning to its source, and
re-adapting itself accordingly. This last does not have any
bearing on this discussion; and the rest is not too much of a
problem, as we shall see — but they raise doubts,
nonetheless.

If Odinn did intrude upon ‘native’ insular Celtic tradition,
bring about the resurgence of Brin, and thus manage to
inveigle himself into the grail legend in the guise of the

34



Dead Knights and Wounded Kings

Fisher King, when and where did this occur? One likely
place, if indeed the process can be pinned to one locality,
would have been the northwest of what is now England,
perhaps even southwestern Scotland. That is where the
Britons came into direct contact with a strong presence
from continental Germany; first of all from AD 43 onward,
in the shape of German legions of the Roman army, who
were based along Hadrian’s Wall in ever-increasing
numbers, bringing with them their religion, known from
inscriptions in that region, and intermarrying with the native
Celts, as deduced from the incidence of Germanic names
recorded among British families; secondly, there were the
English, migrants from northwestern Germany who later
dominated the area. From the early Middle Ages (eighth
century) on, Scandinavian elements, Vikings, arrived,
raiding and settling on the west coast of Britain and in
Ireland. This occurred during the period immediately
preceding the earliest probable date for the accretion of
parts of the Mabinogion as oral composition, the eighth
century. It is generally believed that the bulk of the
Mabinogion is only traceable to the tenth century; and the
extant manuscripts are from the twelfth century at the
carliest. There are, of course, older ‘native’ texts, notably the
Gododdin, which was probably composed, orally, in the mid-
seventh century; but none have been definitively dated, as
oral or written text, any further back than that. The Vikings
also gained a foothold in Wales, particularly in and around
Dyfed. Sandwiched between these two arenas, and with
English pressure from the east, lies the atea in which most
of the Mabinogion action occurs. The exact place in which
the Four Branches took shape is still a matter for debate,
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but this region seems as good a choice as any, given the
topography of the tales. It is easy to see how the grim god
of the Germanic warriors would have impressed the Celtic
population, and so gained a place in their lore. It should
also be remembered that much of the contact was peaceful
and commercial, rather than hostile, and so congenial to
cultural and religious exchange. And, as H. R. Ellis
Davidson has shown, in these matters Celts and Germans

were not so far apart.

What of the Old Norse sources in which much of Odinn’s
mythology is enshrined? Snorti’s Edda dates from the eatly
thirteenth century; but the bulk of his material was drawn
from the poems of the Elder Edda, the earliest known
manuscript of which has been dated to the late thirteenth
century — but Snorri’s text demonstrates that there must
have been at least one written text prior to his own work.
Linguistic analysis has shown that the most likely date for
their appearance in their extant form is the early ninth
century; but variant material in Saxo’s Gesta Danorum
fthirteenth century) suggests derivation from older mutual
sources, as do German versions of some material dating
from the sixth century; and English versions from the early
eighth century. Comparative mythology and archaeological
verification push the dates of both Celtic and Germanic
material, or at least the bare bones of it, back further still;

but we have seen where this leaves Bran.

In short, the evidence of literary dating is inconclusive; the
mythological analysis, however, is more persuasive, and is
supported by archaeology and historiography, to some
extent. The subject is still open to argument, but, whatever
the truth of the matter, the exchange of Celtic and
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Germanic mythic material was most certainly not a one-way
passage. John Carey, in a recent article, has shown that the
myth of Odinn’s eye seems to have found its way into
popular Irish religious folklore; perhaps more  of ~ Odinn
found a foster-home in Welsh lore, and ensured him a place
in the Arthurian tradition.
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Cosmological Imagery in the Grail

Romances
First published in Pendragon 23/2. 1993.

This Round Table was ordained of Arthur that when his
fair fellowship sat to meat their chairs should be high
alike, their service equal, and none before or after his
comrade. Thus no man could boast that he was exalted
above his fellow, for all alike were gathered round the
board, and none was alien at the breaking of Arthur’s
bread. At this table sat Britons, Frenchmen, Normans,
Angevins, Flemings, Burgundians, and Loherins.
Knights had their place who held land of the king, from
the furthest marches of the west even unto the Hill of
St. Bernard.!

As described by Robert Wace in the twelfth-century Roman
de Brut, the purpose of the Round Table is to prevent

jealousy and disputes over precedence among the knights of

Arthur’s court. Around half a century later, Layamon’s Bru/

tells how the Round Table is made by a Cornish carpenter
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who has heard that Arthur’s knights have been fighting

among themselves:

But I wilt thee work a board exceeding fair, that thereat
may sit sixteen hundred and more, all turn about, so
that none be without; without and within, man against
man. And when thou wilt ride, with thee thou mightest
it carry, and set it where thou wilt, after thy will; and
then thou needest never fear, to the world’s end, that
ever any moody knight at thy board may make fight, for
there shall the high be even with the low.?

According to the Queste del Saint Graal — broadly following
the accounts given by Robert de Borron a few years
previously — the idea for the Round Table came from the
table of fellowship set up by Joseph of Arimathea, which
was itself based on the table of the Last Supper. However,
its shape makes the Round Table unique among the three,
which seem to have been conventionally rectangular. By
this time, getting near to the middle of the thirteenth
century, the manufacture of the Round Table has become
ascribed to Merlin, who made it for a different purpose

entirely,

to embody a very subtle meaning. For in its name it
mirrors the roundness of the earth, the concentric
spheres of the planets and of the elements in the
firmament; and in these heavenly spheres we see the
stars and many things besides; whence it follows that
the Round Table is a true epitome of the universe.?
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Indeed, this does seem to be the truth of the matter. As the
romances tell us, the construction of the Round Table does
not put an end to individual rivalries, envy, or favouritism —
far from it. Wace’s description, however, makes the purpose
of the Round Table clear right from the start: around it are
seated knights from pretty nearly all over the Celto-
Germanic world, a scope increased in the Queste to include
knights ‘from every land, be it Christian or heathen, where
chivalry resides.” The Round Table is the symbol of a world
order, uniting various nations under a cannon code. Its
shape is simultaneously that of the world — then perceived
as a flat disc — and the turning wheel of the heavens. It is
also a representation of Arthur’s kingdom: the king
symbolises the totality of his people and his land, and the
land is the wotld on a smaller scale. Every nation or people
has a particular place or object that is thought of as the
centre of the world, and which is conceptualised as the
world in miniature. The portability of the Round Table of
Layamon’s Brut indicates that it is actually wherever Arthur
happens to be — in a sense, it is contained within Arthur
himself.

There is one vacant seat at the Round Table, the Siege
Perilous, destined to be filled by Galahad, according to the
Queste, thus beginning the quest for the Grail — the last
noble act of the Round Table. Following the completion of
the quest, there is only decay, dissolution, and disaster. The
knights are virtually wiped out, Arthur is badly wounded
and taken to Avalon, and a new world order begins. The
coming of Galahad completes the cycle represented by the
Round Table, and the attainment of the Grail signals that its
best days are over. Even without the quest, the Round
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Table is doomed. Arthur, the paragon of kingship, holds it
together by virtue of his position. He is symbolically
married to his realm, in the person of his queen — originally
the threefold Gwenhwyfar reported in the Trivedd Ynys
Prydein, who corresponds to the goddess of sovereignty in
Irish tradition. By the time of the final battle, Arthur has
lost her affections to Lancelot, and she has been physically
abducted by Mordred. His kingship is effectively finished,
and the Round Table is broken.

It is perhaps fitting that the Grail quest marks the pinnacle
of the Round Table’s achievement, as it is itself concerned
with the ending of one cycle and the beginning of another.
The knight who completes the quest is the new king of the
Grail realm, succeeding the maimed Fisher King. The Grail
Castle is another model of the cosmos, round — and
seemingly revolving — in Wolfram von Eschenbach’s
Pargival;  but  square  or four-cornered elsewhere,
corresponding to the four cardinal points. It is also usually
surrounded by water, as the terrestrial disc was thought to
be. In the centre of the Fisher King’s hall is a blazing fire,
while the room is lit by candles and the supernatural glow
of the Grail and Lance. Indeed, descriptions of the ‘Grail
Procession’ resemble nothing so much as the Copernican
model of the solar system. Any resemblance, however, is
almost certainly accidental rather than informed or
prophetic. The procession described in Chrétien de Troyes’
Perceval suggests something altogether different:

In each candlestick burned ten candles at the very least.
A girl who came in... was holding a grail between her
hands. When she entered holding the grail, so brilliant a
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light appeared that the candles lost their brightness like
the stars or the moon when the sun rises. After her

came another girl, holding a silver trencher.*

Chrétien has virtually spelled it out for us. Here we have a
representation of the heavens, the stars represented by
candles, the sun by the Grail, and the moon by the trencher.
The procession itself is an enactment of the diurnal cycle,
the physical process that marks the flow of time. This fits in
well with the ‘timelessness’ of the Grail Castle, an
otherworldy place where the normal rules of tine and space
are suspended, so that the Fisher King is kept alive, horribly
wounded, without the need for proper sustenance, and
where even Joseph of Arimathea still lives, far beyond his
natural span, according to some versions of the story. The
Grail controls time, and that which time affects.

One of the Grail’s mythical analogues is the golden cup of
the Sovereignty of Ireland, who is — in the story known as
The Phantom’s Frengy, at least — placed in the company of
Lugh, a god with solar attributes. In medieval thought,
kingship was closely associated with the sun, a hangover
from the heathen past, when kings were believed to be
descended from a solar being. Germanic kings were
supposedly the descendants of Odinn or Woden; and the
Irish ancestral deities — of both tribes and royal lines, but
especially the latter — seem to have been similar to, if not
identical with, Lugh. Odinn and Lugh, many-skilled gods,
sprang from the sane Indo-European concept, lightning-
wielding sky-gods with solar characteristics, guardians of
cosmic and social order, and patrons of the poetic and
magical arts. Arthur — whose sword Excalibur identifies him
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as another lightning-wielder, is cast in the same mould. The
spear-wounded Fisher King is another, as is his successor,
whether the spearman Perceval or the solar hero Gawain.

Images of the cosmos are quite appropriate to the
romances. Lugh’s otherworld palace is by a tree, a
representation of the axis mundi like Yggdrasill, the Norse
Wortld Tree, beneath which lies Odinn’s hall. Arthur’s
Round Table is one representation of the cosmos, the Grail
Castle and the procession are another. There are a number
of representations of the cosmic centre to be found in the
Grail romances, and 1 have dealt with these elsewhere — but
it is important to note that they are, by and large, associated
with the quest for the Grail, and with the cosmic order it
represents. To the medieval mind, the popular and most
potent image of that order — God and Christ aside — was
the person of a king, whose authority was symbolised by
the orb and sceptre, the world and the lightning-spear. The

king’s lineage was all-important.

Ancestry and cosmos are combined in the Quweste del Saint
Graal when Lancelot, travelling alone in a forest, has a
vision of a golden-crowned men ‘set all about with stars’,
with seven kings and two knights.> Later, Lancelot is told
that the man surrounded by stars is Celydoine, versed in
‘the course of the stars and planets and the laws that govern
the firmament’.¢ Celydoine is Lancelot’s ancestor, and the
seven kings are the founders of his line; while the two
knights are Lancelot himself and Galahad, his son. The
hermit who explains this refers to the dream of King
Evalach in which a lake issues from the loins of Celydoine,
who is Evalach’s nephew, and nine rivers flow from the

lake, one of them deeper, swifter, and wider than the others.
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The greater river was cloudy and thick near its source, clear
and sparkling in the middle, and even more so near its end.

Like the seven kings and two knights, these waters also
represent Lancelot’s line, with Galahad — inevitably —
allotted the greater and fairer river. The lineage is confused,
but several mythical figures can be discerned. R.S. Loomis
sees Celydoine as a version of Merlin, another being versed
in the ways of the heavens; and the name ‘Celydoine’ also
points in his direction. Lancelot is a watered-down
rendering of Lugh; and Galahad may be a rendering of Ca
Roi, who in Irish tradition is Cd Chulainn’s greatest enemy.
Cu Chulainn is actually Lugh’s natural son, but it seems
probable that this can be resolved by treating the rival
‘hounds’ as reflexes of the rival twins of Indo-European
cosmogonic myth. Traces of this theme can be seen in the
rival brothers Beli and Bran — of whom the latter is patently
the same as King Ban, Lancelot’s father, while the former is
possibly cognate with Balor, Lugh’s grandfather and victim.
The relationships are confused and confusing, but there is

an emerging pattern.

According to the Norse creation myth, a number of rivers —
probably eleven or twelve, though the exact number is
unclear — flowed from the well Hvergelmir, located in the
far north, and met with heat and flame from Muspell in the
south. From the reaction of the two elements, the
primordial giant Ymir (‘T'win’) was formed, from whom the
race of giants were born, the forerunners of the gods. Ymir
was killed by Odinn (helped by his brothers) who made the
cosmos from the corpse:
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From Ymit’s flesh

the earth was made

and from his blood the seas,
crags from his bones,

trees from his hair,

and from his skull the sky.
From his eyebrows

the blessed gods

made Midgardr for the sons of men,
and from his brains

were created

the storm-threatening clouds.”

This is a very archaic myth indeed. and versions occur in a
number of other Indo-European traditions — in the Rig
Veda, the story of Romulus and Remus, and so an. The
Norse poem has preserved it in a remarkably ancient form.
What is interesting in this context is, firstly, that the
creation of the primal being is facilitated by a number of
rivers emanating from a well in the axial polar region
(marked by the seven stars of Ursa Major, a constellation
traditionally perceived as a kind of cosmic regulator, with
certain links to Odinn or Woden in Germanic tradition;
perhaps relating to the seven kings of Lancelot’s vision);
secondly, that this primal being is a twin or dyadic figure.
These can be related to the dream of Evalach — the more so
when it is remembered that this mythological framework is
the source of Indo-European social and ritual legitimacy:
the death and dismemberment of the giant is the original
sacrifice, the first ritual. He is the first creature to die, and
thus becomes king of the dead, the first king; and his killer
is the first priest.®
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The passage of time has blurred the old relationships, so
that Odinn, for instance, has both ritual-magical and regal
attributes. Originally, the differentiation was much clearer,
laying the foundation for the medieval distinction between
secular and religious power, and their mutual dependence.
The relationship is partly retained in that which exists
between Arthur and Merlin — the king and the magician,
which may go some way towards explaining Merlin’s place,
as Celydoine, in the visions of Evalach and Lancelot. On
the other hand, Metlin has much in common with Odinn.
They are not identical, but the quasi-historical Merlin would
have been a natural choice to inherit some aspects of the

Norse shaman-god.

By an appropriately circuitous route, this brings us back to
the Round Table. From the Indo-European cosmogony, we
can infer that the king represents the world itself, also
symbolised by the Round Table. Perhaps this is what
Layamon’s Cornish carpenter means when he says to
Arthur: ‘with thee thou lightest it carry, and set it where
thou wilt, after thy will.’
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Camelot on Camera

First published in Pendragon 23/3, 1993.

Cinematic treatment of Arthurian legends are rather rare,
which is surprising when one considers the dramatic
potential of the legends and romances. Indeed, the magic
and mayhem associated with Arthur, Merlin, ¢ al ought to
have inspired film-makers than has hitherto been the case,
and it is nothing short of bewildering that not one of the
truly great directors has seen fit to tackle the genre. The
nearest Arthurian cinema has come to producing a classic is
a film — actually two filmed versions of the same story —
that, on the surface, has nothing at all to do with Arthur or
his world. Otherwise, there are few that do justice to the
tradition. The sad truth is that, apart from a mere handful
of celluloid gems, those that do appear on the big screen are
often not worth the price of admission.

Of the successful adaptations, the best of the ‘costume-
drama’ type is probably director John Boorman’s Excalibur
(1981), a suitably mystical tale replete with desperate battles,
magical transformations, and wonderful performances.
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Nigel Terry’s portrayal of Arthur — from wide-eyed
optimistic youth to prematurely-aged and world-weary
fatalist — deserves more credit than it has received; but it
was bound to suffer from being set alongside Nicol
Williamson’s curious but compelling Merlin and Helen
Mirren’s sensuous and sibillant stab at Morgana, the
archetypal femme fatale. A strong cast also includes Cherie
Lunghi as Guinevere, and the dashing Nicholas Clay as
Lancelot. Boorman interprets the legend more or less
according to the stories told by Wace and Layamon, with a
hefty slab of Malory thrown in, interpolating a typically
idiosyncratic version of the Grail Quest. This owes little to
medieval romance but it makes sense within the context of
the screenplay, which treats the quest as an allegorical
recovery of Arthur’s kingship. Instead of Perceval asking
the question at the Grail Castle, a mysterious voice puts the
question to him and he must give an answer. The film’s
storyline justifies the change; but it would have been
interesting to see what Boorman could have done with the
procession episodes from the Grail romances of Chrétien
de Troyes or Wolfram von Eschenbach.

With its dramatic locations and superb camera-work,
Excalibur deserves its reputation and popularity among
connoisseurs of Arthuriana. Boorman has obviously done
his homework, and has coaxed effective performances from
his cast. Despite dialogue that occasionally borders on the
embarassing, Excalibur works well as a mystical fable, and is
a first-rate romantic thriller to boot, just as the medieval
authors probably intended. The same cannot be said of
most other cinematic attempts to capture the Arthurian
magic. Knights of the Round Table (1953), starring Robert
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Taylor, Mel Ferrer, and Ava Gardner — with Anne
Crawford and Stanley Baker in support — is a ripping yarn,
based on the conflict between Arthur and Mordred, and the
return of Lancelot from exile. Unfortunately, it is marred by
acting as wooden as the table of the title — there is plenty of
action, lots of romance in the saccharine sense, but overall
it is oddly lifeless, with very little in the way of magic,
whether of the supernatural or of the Hollywood variety.
Bing Crosby, Rhonda Fleming, and Cedric Hardwicke grace
an amusing adaptation of Mark Twain’s comedy A
Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1949), a charming
movie played strictly for laughs. The plot concerns a man
who dreams that he has journeyed back to Arthurian times.
The Old Groaner is appropriately bewildered and suitably
homespun as the hapless time-traveller, and some eccentric
casting does the rest — William Bendix as a medieval knight,
anyone? — but the film is probably best known for the song
‘Busy Doin’ Nothin’, Twain’s story was also filmed in 1931
as A Connecticut Yankee, with Maureen O’Sullivan and Myrna
Loy.

Among the more successful attempts — artistic success, that
is, as opposed to that defined by box-office takings — we
can include a splendid low-budget British production
Gawain and the Green Knight (1973), which adheres fairly
closely to the Middle English poem on which it is based ,
and has an excellent Green Khnight; journeyman actor
Murray Head stars. In a slightly higher league is Perceval le
Gallois  (1978), a beautiful French interpretation of
Chrétien’s Perceval, directed by Eric Rohmer.

In both of these films the acting and script are stylised but
evocative, and the sets and cinematography of both are a
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visual treat. In a similar vein is Parsifal (1982), a German
film of Wagner’s famous opera by director Hans Jurgen
Syberberg. Parsifal seems to have been made more as a
homage to Wagner — whose death-mask is the film’s central
image — than a simple record of a performance. Indeed, the
singing is dubbed; but it is done almost seamlessly.

Visual delight also characterises the musical Camelot (1967),
which is otherwise fairly dull, unless of course one
appreciates the type of song normally associated with
musical theatre and the cinema. Camelot is based on T. H.
White’s The Once and Future King, who probably never
foresaw musical interruptions from Alan Jay Lerner in his
work. Richard Harris, in the role of Arthur, hams it up as
much as Nicol Williamson does as Metlin in Excalibur, but
to much less effect; Vanessa Redgrave and David
Hemmings are wasted, as are Lionel Jeffries and Franco
Nero. The singing is dreadful.

The style and content of Arthurian literature is lampooned
mercilessly — and occasionally with deadly accuracy — by
John Cleese and the gang in Monty Python and the Holy Grail
(1975). One of the highlights of what is an erratic
production — really just a string of typically Pythonesque
sketches — is a savage parody of knightly valour, during
which a warrior is shorn of arms and legs but still demands
that his opponent should come back and fight.
Unfortunately, the film loses its way well before the end,
and it trails off lamely just as the viewer is expecting to
enjoy a finale of epochal silliness — which, with typical
Python perversity, does not happen. The film is worth
watching for Terry Gilliam’s animations, some based on

medieval illuminated manuscripts, and for such exotic
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beasts as the killer rabbit; but it is disappointing as a whole.

Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989) is supposedly Steven
Spielberg’s last in the series featuring the adventuring
archaeologist. All it has in common with the Arthurian
tradition is the Holy Grail, here depicted as the cup from
which Christ drank at the Last Supper. A secret
brotherhood guards the secret of the Grail’s whereabouts;
meanwhile the Nazis are determined to get hold of the holy
relic. Enter Indiana Jones. and the outcome is certain: Jones
will fight his way through anything the villains can throw in
his path, find the treasure, then lose it. Harrison Ford plays
Jones with his usual panache, but Sean Connery nearly
steals the show as his father. Denholm Elliot and Julian
Glover are excellent in support. As is usual for an Indiana
Jones adventure, cliffhangers occur at the rate of one every
ten minutes, the dialogue is snappy and amusing, the effects
and set-pieces are ingenious, and the film’s entertainment
value is even greater than the sum of such strong parts. A
splendid adventure, but the quest for the Grail is, as
Hitchcock would have said, a McGuffin.

The Arthurian content of Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade s,
considering it is a film about the Grail, rather negligible.
Conversely. there are films that,while not overtly Arthurian,
are heavily influenced by Arthurian themes and
characterisation. The Fisher King (1991), with Robin Williams
playing a historian turned tramp and Jeff Bridges as a D]
with problems, is too obviously based on the Grail
romances to require much in the way of elucidation. Terry
Gilliam’s usual nightmarish urban landscapes and obessions
with mechanisation are to the fore, and his set-pieces — the

haunting concourse dance-routine, for example — illuminate
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a shamanistic madness in keeping with the hallucinatory
wilderness and episodic insanity inhabited by a number of
characters in medieval literature. Gilliam’s Red Knight is a
wonderful creation: a fiery, ragged, mechanical spectre, a
medieval demon ravaging a modern mind in the territory of
love and dreams. It would be easy to dismiss The Fisher King
as director Gilliam’s hangover from Monty Python and the
Holy Grail, but the content of the later film hints that he has
found something in the romances that has stirred him

deeply.

Less obvious, but executed more clumsily, is The Natural
(1984), directed by Barry Levison from the novel by Robert
Malamud. Here, Arthurian legend is superimposed from
that great American mythology, the baseball diamond.
Robert Redford plays a baseball hitter named Roy who has
a bat made from the wood of a lightning-struck tree; his
team, the Knights, are coached by Pop Fisher. Aside from
the clumsy word-play (Roy translates as French 7 the
coach is the Fisher King, and so on) and the typical
Arthurian theme of the king’s rise, fall and rise again, the
only really striking image is the bat, a sporting Excalibur in
keeping with the blade’s erstwhile epithet caladbolg,
‘lightning-sword’. Kim Basinger, Glen Close, and Robert
Duvall add further gloss and weight to the production, but
The Natural is really only palatable to baseball fans or all-
purpose sporting obsessives. Or indeed, to those whose
quest for Arthurian images invariably leads them into dark

and dangerous places.

Such places are plentiful in the world of Philip Marlowe,
private investigator. Raymond Chandler’s down-at-heel

gumshoe is not the kind of person one would normally
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envisage as an Arthurian knight-errant, but in Farewel/ My
Lovely that is exactly what he is. Chandler, a literary
intellectual, raided Wolfram’s Pargival for the plot of his
detective-novel, which was first filmed in 1944, with singer
Dick Powell playing the principled shamus. The 1975
version stars Robert Mitchum as the anachronistically
chivalrous Marlowe, with Charlotte Rampling. The story
concerns Marlowe’s quest for a missing item of jewellery, a
jade necklace — an item corresponding to the green stone
that is Wolfram’s idea of the Grail. The owners of the
necklace are a family named Grayle; in Marlowe’s way is a
malevolent hypnotist and drug-dealer called Amthor, whose
name refers to Wolfram’s Grail King, but whose activities
and role tally with the sinister magician Clinschor. Both
films are wonderfully atmospheric, and played and directed
superbly, and in each case Chandler’s oddly poetic dialogue
transfers smoothly and effectively to the screen. In the later
version, the heavy eyelids of the languid Mitchum mitror
the sterile ennui of the decadent rich who provide much of
Marlowe’s business and hint at the weariness of a man who
has spent his entire life on a fruitless quest. Inspired casting,
especially that of Los Angeles as the Waste Land. ‘A black
pool opened at my feet. I dived in. It had no bottom.’

Others who have dared the Arthurian realm include Walt
Disney, whose studio were responsible for The Sword in the
Stone (1963), an emasculated cartoon version of T. H.
White’s novel of Arthut’s boyhood. As usual, Disney
refuses to allow the story to make the screen without a
liberal peppering of second-rate songs; and even the
artwork does not come up to the usual Disney standard.
Arthur Askey discovers a sword he thinks is Excalibur in
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King Arthur Was a Gentleman (1942), a suitably patriotic war-
time romp. The least said about it the better. Cornel Wilde
directed and starred in Lancelot and Guinevere (1962), another
rendition of the Arthurian eternal triangle, and one that is
eminently forgettable, even if it is reasonably well made and
acted. The Siege of the Saxons (1963), a shallow but fairly
entertaining effort, tells how the Saxons try to take
advantage when Arthur falls ill, but are thwarted by a young
hero. Janette Scott and Ronald Howard lend their talents,
but footage recycled from older films gives this one a
second-hand, cobbled-together feel that is entirely
appropriate. Prince Valiant (1958), presents a promising
array of talented players, led by Robert Wagner, James
Mason and Janet Leigh, with Sterling Hayden and Debra
Paget not far behind — though what boxer Primo Carnera is
doing there is anyone’s guess. King Arthur is asked to help
the king of Scandia recover his kingdom — a lame plot, but
it is vigorously directed and competently acted. Ploughing a
similar furrow is The Black Knight (1954), featuring Alan
Ladd, Peter Cushing, and a number of British character
actors. Moving away from such comic-strip heroics is Sword
of the Valiant (1984), a bizarre near-remake of Gawain and the
Green Knight by the same director, Stephen Weeks, and
virtually the same writing team. As entertainment, the film
is mildly amusing, but very uneven. The actors — including
such screen luminaries as Peter Cushing, Douglas Wilmer,
Sean Connery and Trevor Howard — are like giants wading
in a puddle. It does have a certain dislocated charm, though.

For better or worse — and it must be said that it is mostly
the latter — these are the major products of Arthurian
cinema. There are others, consigned to the various depths
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of obscurity , but they are too few in number, and for that
we should probably thank whatever gods are listening. At
the time of writing, there are rumours of a film dealing with
the life of Guinevere, supposedly based on a story by a
woman who claims to have been Arthut’s beloved in a
former existence. Whether there is any truth in the rumour
remains to be seen; but the track record of Arthutrian
cinema would probably not be enhanced if it does come to
pass. There is enough in medieval Arthurian literature to
inspire at least one truly great film, but directors tend to opt
for one of the two approaches: the stylised, theatrical art
film, or the comic-strip thriller. In both cases,
characterisation and detail tend to suffer, and the magic is
lost. Audiences are, as a whole, impatient with the religious
and mystical content of the tradition, so that aspect is
usually jettisoned at the script-writing stage. Producers and
backers like some return on their investment, so the box-
office is always a consideration. Even so, Boorman and the
makers of Gawain and the Green Knight and Perceval le Gallois
have done well to come up with films that retain the
episodic style of the medieval tales while remaining
coherent as films — they have their faults, it is true, but they
are easily forgiven when set against the rest. Still, the
definitive Arthurian film has yet to be made. It is doubtful
whether the born-again Guinevere will have any lasting
impact on the dire state of Arthurian cinema; but we can
perhaps pin our hopes on Lancelot, currently in production
at Pinewood Studios with Mel Gibson in the title role.

It is ironic indeed that what may be the two very best films
based on Arthurian themes are not set in Dark Age Britain
or the indeterminate otherworld of the literature at all, but
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are located in twentieth century Los Angeles: their hero is
not an aristocratic, breast-plated horseman, but a down-at-
heel private eye in a seedy neighbourhood. But Philip
Marlowe is a moral man in a cynical and sleazy world.
Marlowe braves Chapel Perilous and the evil magician to
track down his Grail and so put one tiny part of the world
to rights. Farewell My Lovely — either version — refers back to
Wolfram von Eschenbach in a number of ways, and
spotting them is great fun. Chandler’s novel has even more
allusions, but is just as subtle as the films. As a writer of
Arthurian literature, the name of Raymond Chandler may
not come to mind as readily as those of his medieval
forerunners — but his work has certainly resulted in better
films than theirs has so far done.
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Camelot on Camera: The Sequel

Sadly for ‘Camelot on Camera’, since 1993 there have been
more Arthurian-themed films and television series. Most
infamously, perhaps, there was 2004’s King Arthar, directed
by Antoine Fuqua, with Clive Owen in the title role, aided
and abetted by loan Gruffudd, Mads Mikkelsen, Ray
Winstone and Keira Khnightley, thwarting Saxons at
Hadrian’s Wall. I liked the idea of a Roman leading a band
of Sarmatians (albeit with very unSarmatian names), and the
cast promised something decent. But the film mangled both
history and Arthurian literature and was actually a bit silly.

On television, Mer/in graced the BBC from 2008 to 2012 — 1
thought it was bad fantasy for teenagers and detested it
accordingly, even with John Hurt providing a voice for the
decidedly non-canonical Great Dragon. But it lasted for five

seasons, so what do I know?

‘Camelot on Camera’ was a couple of years too eatly for
First Kuight (Jerry Zucker, 1995). With Sean Connery as
Arthur, Richard Gere as Lancelot and Julia Ormond as
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Guinevere, 1 found it distinctly average despite yet another
promising cast, and although the absence of magic ought
perhaps to have made for a more accurate stab at a
historical Arthur, the production undermined that by opting
for a shabby-chic version of the high Middle Ages that
would surely have been rescued from terminal dullness by
Merlin and a sorcerous sword.

Meanwhile, I'm glad I missed Guy Ritchie’s King Arthur:
Legend of the Sword (2017). The cast didn’t appeal, and when
it came out I was unable to rid myself of images of early
medieval gangsters planning and executing brutal blags and
armed heists, and incompetent petty criminals in drug deals
gone pear shaped. (Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Dragons,
anyoner) I've seen a few clips and feel that my decision to
give it a miss was fully justified.

Perhaps the most satistying eruptions of Arthurian legend
on television or cinema since 1993 were those of J. Michael
Straczynski’s Babylon 5, which (excluding the 1993 pilot
episode) ran for five seasons from 1994 to 1998, spawning
half a dozen feature-length films and a spin-off series.
Babylon 5 isn’t really Arthurian as such — it owes rather
more to The Lord of the Rings and the science fiction of
Alfred Bester than to legends usually associated with the
Dark Ages — but the fifteenth episode of the first season,
titled ‘Grail’ is built around a man (David Warner) who
arrives at the space station in search of — well, that spoiler’s
already happened. The seeker only sees the Grail in a dying
vision but his quest is taken up by a man whose life he
saved. In the thirteenth episode of the third season, ‘A Late
Delivery from Avalon’, David Mclntyre, a traumatised and
guilt-haunted war veteran (played by Michael York) turns
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up, claiming to be King Arthur, recently returned from a
couple of millennia in Avalon. It transpires that his
delusion, woven from the story of the battle of Camlann, is
a way of dealing with the horror of being involuntarily
instrumental in starting a war between humanity and the
alien Minbari. He has come to Babylon 5 hoping to return
‘Excalibur’ to the ‘Lady of the Lake’, represented by the
Minbari ambassador. The Arthurian theme crops up in
1999’s Babylon 5: A Call to Arms. The prototype of a new
space vessel built with a fusion of human and alien
technology is named Excalibur. Its interstellar quest for a
cure for a lethal plague that has infected Earth is told in the
spin-off series Crusade was left unresolved when the series

was cancelled.

The great thing about Babylon 5’s use of Arthurian legend is
that it’s both sparing and allegorical. There are no snorting
horses or sweaty, bearded blokes waving swords — well,
Michael York does a bit of that — and it’s all the better for
it. Offering ‘Excalibur’ to the Minbari ambassador as an
apology or act of atonement, and her gracious, forgiving
acceptance of the weapon-become symbol, said more than
any sword-and-stallion extravaganza has yet managed.

The 1949 Bing Crosby version of Mark Twain’s novel A4
Connecticut Yantkee in King Arthur's Court was discussed in
‘Camelot on Camera’ but it’s worth mentioning other
examples of that book’s adaptations on silver nitrate,
celluloid, videotape and digital media. In fact, Mark Twain’s
novel has inspired more Arthurian films and television
shows than the entire medieval corpus. It’s been done to
death, mostly in the United States, and I suspect the reason
is that it gives America a chance to ‘be there’ at Camelot
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and retcon an (imaginary) significance in the history of
Arthurian legend. Since its first incarnation as a silent film
in 1921 (directed by Emmett J. Flynn and starring Harry
Myers, with Charles Clary as Arthur) there have been many,
including 1988’s Hosere npuxawuenus snxu npu dsope xopos
Apmypa, a bizarre Soviet version incorporating a critique of
serfdom in the medieval feudal system; and A Connecticut
Rabbit in King Arthur's Court (1979), with Bugs Bunny
creating havoc in Camelot.

And, of course, Disney had mutilated Twain’s novel more
than once in the bad old days before ‘Camelot on Camera’.
First there was an animated (and very loose) adaptation, .4
Knight for A Day (1940), featuring Goofy as the hapless hero.
Then, in 1979, they gave us a film called either Unidentified
Fhing Oddball (US release), The Spaceman and King Arthur
(UK release), ot A Spaceman in King Arthur's Court (second
US release). This updated Twain’s story by making the time
traveller a NASA astronaut with an identical android
double. Kenneth More plays an impeccably English Arthur,
with Ron Moody as an interesting Merlin. But it’s played
strictly for laughs, with Jim Dale as Mordred and John Le
Mesurier as Gawain.

Disney also gave us 1995’s A Kid in King Arthur's Conrt, in
which an earthquake kicks a Los Angeles teenager back in
time while he is playing baseball. Joss Ackland plays Arthur,
Ron Moody does Merlin again, and Kate Winslett and
Daniel Craig display their talents to little effect. As if this
wasn’t enough, Disney returned to the scene of the crime in
1998 with A Kuight in Camelot, part of the The Wonderful
World of Disney series shown on ABC in the United States.
Whoopi Goldberg is time-travelling scientist Vivien Morgan
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and Michael York is given a chance to reprise his King
Arthur. Ian Richardson as Metlin and Amanda Donohoe as

Guinevere round off the waste of acting talent.

David Lowery’s The Green Knight (2021) departs from the
medieval story of Gawain in just about every conceivable
way. In Arthurian terms, it’s a complete mess. As cinema,
it’s worse — a re-imagining designed as a crowd-pleasing
spectacle with little thought for narrative coherence.
Surprisingly, audience reactions were fairly positive and a lot
of critics loved it. I simply cannot fathom why.

I am also unable to fathom why I omitted the 1989 Doctor
Who adventure Battlefield from the original ‘Camelot on
Camera’, even though I'd seen it when it was broadcast and
enjoyed it immensely. The setting is an archeological dig at
‘Lake Vortigern’ where a scabbard has been discovered. At
the nearby Gore Crow hotel — a reference to the Grail
Castle? — the Doctor (Sylvester McCoy) is addressed as
‘Merlin’ by Ancelyn, one of several knights hanging around
the place, and who seem out of their time. Soon enough,
the Doctor and Ace (Sophie Aldred) discover a spaceship
beneath the lake, containg the body of King Arthur with
Excalibur. When Ace takes the sword, a defence
mechanism is activated and the Doctor contrives to extract
Ace from the craft. Later, Mordred (Christopher Bowen)
and Morgaine (Jean Marsh), a sorcetess from another
dimension, arrive at the hotel — Morgaine wants Excalibur.
The rest is a frantic romp involving a battle between
Morgaine’s army and UNIT, the Destroyer of Worlds
(killed by Brigadier Lethbridge-Stewart with the aid of silver
bullets), the destruction of the hotel, and an ettempt to use
a nuclear missile. Eventually, justice is served and Mordred
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and Morgaine are imprisoned, and the Doctor learns that
‘Merlin’ was indeed himself in a future regeneration. Like all
the best Doctor Who adventures, it’s an enjoyable mess that
somehow works, with its Excalibur a potent symbol of
bothe justice and ambition.

Gawain and the Green Knight (Thames Television, 1991),
omitted from the original ‘Camelot on Camera’ because 1
hadn’t then seen it, is my favourite screen adaptation of the
fourteenth-century Gawain poem, and second-favourite
‘medieval’ Arthurian film, just behind John Boorman’s
Excalibur. David Rudkin’s screenplay — he was also
responsible for the eetie Penda’s Fen (BBC Play for Today,
1974) and the decidedly odd Artemis 81 (BBC 1981) —
complements the bleak landscape, John Michael Phillips’
unusual direction, and some strange performances from
Jason Durr as Gawain, Marc Warren as Arthur, and
Malcolm Storry as the Green Knight and his alter-ego Sir
Bertilak. It’s a melancholy, elegaic film, greater than the sum
of its parts, that lingers longer in the mind than expected,
somehow falling into the same hauntological space as
Penda’s Fen or Rudkin’s first play .Afore Night Come (1962), an
eatly example of the ‘folk horror’ genre.

Films and televised drama are essentially portals to
otherworlds. They do not need to be technically brilliant to
be effective — that lies somewhere in the interplay of
direction, script, acting performance, sound and
cinematography. Arthurian cinema has (a few) hits and
(many) misses, and the artistic successes — as distinct from
the box office money-spinners — are independent of budget,
CGI or big names. The effectiveness of films with
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Arthurian themes hinges on evocation rather than action,

ambience rather than gloss.

With a few exceptions the best on-screen adaptations of
Arthuriana are those that do not rely on a fake or attempted
‘realistic’ medieval setting. The adaptations of Raymond
Chandler’s Farewel]l My Lovely, the Arthurian themes in
Babylon 5, Terry Gilliam’s remarkable masterpiece The Fisher
King — are imaginative explorations of yearning, redemption
and the kind of emotional/psychological dislocation
inevitable when ideas from the Middle Ages are transferred
to a modern or hyper-modern (science fiction) context
where grails and swords are metaphors, not religious icons

or martial necessities.

The ‘medieval’ exceptions — I count only Boorman’s
Excalibur, Rohmert’s Perceval le Gallois, and the Rudkin-
scripted Gawain and the Green Knight — are those which
transport us to otherworlds, strange places and times
removed from prosaic medievalism. Rohmet’s bewitching
and ethereal film is like an animated Surrealist painting, as
much Max Ernst as Chrétien de Troyes, worth watching
just for its wonderful trees. Boorman’s deranged Merlin and
erotically-charged Morgana are practically aliens whose
performances drag the rest of the cast into the otherworld
with them; and the cast of Gawain and the Green Knight seem
to be in hypnotic trances, so that the story takes the shape
of a kind of dream.

And that’s what the Arthurian stories are all about. They’re
filled with symbolism and metaphor, both Jungian and
Freudian, and events take place in a land of magic, spirits

and strange phenomena, impossible loves and quests that
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cannot be resolved. Of course, in fairytales ‘once upon a
time’ means a time that never happened, in a place that
never was — a world that exists only within the mind. That’s
why all attempts at making Arthurian cinema ‘realistic’ are
doomed to failure — the stories, and the characters, are
necessarily unreal. While directors and producers care more
about realistically-choreographed swordplay and staging big
battles that might satisfy a military historian as much as they
thrill an audience, or recreating a supposed medieval
squalor and crudity, than they do about evoking the
otherworldly, their Arthurian films will be disappointing to
those of us who understand that the unreal world of legend
is exactly that: an otherworld, a place outside time and

space, beyond reality.

It doesn’t matter if the setting is a a stylised medieval
landscape, a space station, or the mean streets of post-war
Los Angeles. Those locations are actually somewhere else.
The adventures of Arthur and his knights unfold within a
dream.
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The Perilous Bridge

First published in A# #he Edge 1, 1996.

Earth has not anything to show more fair:
Dull would be he of soul who could pass by
A sight so touching in its majesty:

This city now doth, like a garment, wear

The beauty of the morning; silent bare,

Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples lie
Open unto the fields, and to the sky;

All bright and glittering in the smokeless air.

So wrote William Wordsworth in his famous poem Upon
Westminster Bridge. This crystallises a timeless moment in
which the mundane is transmuted into the magical: the city
evoked by the poet’s words is a far cry from the grubby,
noisy, tumultuous place that London has ever been,
transformed by the hour and Wordsworth’s vision into a

still, mystical realm in harmony with nature, at peace with
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itself. Bridges have this effect on the perceptive soul. It
does not really matter whether Wordsworth penned his
lines while actually standing upon the bridge, or was simply
inspired to write them while walking across it — or, for that
matter, if he just imagined that he was there while he was
composing the poem. The important thing here is the
symbolism: the bridge, and the enchanted world it brings to
the poet’s mind. The very nature of a bridge dictates its
symbolic use. It is a structure that joins two otherwise
separate pieces of land, yet at the same time enhances their
separateness. One can travel across it, from one land mass
to another, but while on it the traveller is neither in one
place nor the other. A bridge is a quintessentially liminal
thing, and it shares those qualities that characterise other
things that delimit one state from another — doors,
boundaries, the turning point of one day or year to the next
— by being dangerous, enchanted, pregnant with a double-
edged potential. In his poem The Bridge, HW. Longfellow
marries the liminal object with a kindred point in time:

I stood upon the bridge at midnight,
As the clocks were striking the hour.

This place between places is also a place between times.!
Otherwise responsible adults have been known to revert to
a childhood state while on a bridge, feeling free to play the
game of Pooh Sticks made popular by the children’s books
of A. A. Milne. Normally sane and sober men and women
will happily indulge in infantile games when they encounter
a bridge. Obviously it was Milne who prepared the way; but
it is the bridge that is the trigger, and there everyday social
roles and behaviour are suspended.
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In cosmological myth, bridges sometimes lead from the
realm of mortals to the land of the dead, or to the abode of
the gods. Zoroastrian myth tells of the Cinvat (‘separation’)
bridge, ‘the holy bridge made by Mazda’ that stretches over
hell to paradise, ‘which is the route of every one, righteous
or wicked; the width across the route of the righteous is a
breadth of nine spears, each one the length of three reeds,
but the route for the wicked becomes like the edge of a
razor’.? The bridge is suspended between two mountains,
one in the centre of the wotld, one at the rim. This serves
to reinforce the liminal bridge’s status, by linking the range
of mountains believed to encircle the earth, that which
separates the outside from the inside, with that of the axis
mundj, which keeps earth and sky apart. Similar bridges
occur in the traditions of the Ossetes, Armenians, and
Georglans; and the bridge al-Sirat (‘the path’) of Islamic
tradition is almost certainly derived from Zoroastrian

cosmology.

The Cinvat bridge is analogous to that crossed by the Altaic
shaman in the spirit-journey to the underworld realm of
Erlik Khan. This bridge is as wide as a hair, and the sea
below it is strewn with the bones of shamans who have
failed the crossing — like the Cinvat, this bridge will not
tolerate a sinner.> A variation on this motif occurs in North
American native myth: the Telumni Yokuts believe that the
land of the dead is reached by crossing a stream by way of a
shaking bridge that the living cannot use.* In the same vein
are the sword-bridge that features in a number of Arthurian
romances, and the pont on nul ne passe described in a
continuation of Chrétien de Troyes’ Pereval. The last is only
half a bridge, but when the hero reaches the middle it
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swings about so that the end that formerly rested on one
side now leads to the other.> The Arthurian bridges do not
lead to the underworld, strictly speaking, but to an
otherworld of sorts — deeper into the enchanted land of
adventure. The road to the land of the dead is said to lead
across a bridge in many other traditions. The Semang of
Malaysia have a bridge called Balan Bacham that reaches
across the sea to the magical island of Belet; also in
Malaysia, the Sakai tell of a bridge named Menteg that spans
a cauldron of boiling water, into which the wicked fall. For
the Moso of southwest China, the otherworld is reached by
a bridge blockaded by demons.”

The Norse myth of Baldr’s death tells of Hermdr’s ride to
the land of Hel on Odinn’s steed Sleipnir; on the way he
crosses the Gjallar bri, the gold-roofed ‘echoing bridge’ over
the river Gjoll. Saxo Grammaticus gives the story of
Hadingus, who is taken on a journey to the underworld by a
mysterious woman; on the road they cross a bridge over a
river strewn with weapons.® Saxo also tells of a river that
separates the world of men from a supernatural realm
inhabited by monsters, spanned by a golden bridge
forbidden to travellers®; and the paradisal land Odainsakr of
Eiriks saga vidforla 1s reached via a stone bridge.! The most
famous bridge in Norse myth is Bifrost, the ‘trembling way’
that is popularly identified with the rainbow. Bifrost
stretches  from Midgardr to Asgardr, terminating at
Himinbjorg, the home of its watchman Heimdallr.!!

Bridges, like all crossing places, are dangerous. As routes
across the body of water that separates the living from the
dead, or across the infernal abyss, these mythical bridges are
especially dangerous: the soul of the sinner cannot cross,
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and the bridge distinguishes between the righteous and the
damned. Earthly bridges are fixed structures, but these are
narrow or broad, as occasion demands, or are endowed
with an apparent structural unsoundness that allows only
the morally resolute to make the crossing in safety.
Sometimes, the danger is there for all, and for the righteous
the bridge is a final test. Invariably, the bridge leads to a
kind of paradise or to an underworld that will not tolerate
the presence of the bad, who fall from it into a place of
dissolution or punishment.

The association of bridges with death and testing persists
into the present day. It is a symbolic state that has been
used to good effect in the cinema. Francis Ford Coppola’s
Apocalypse Now! (1979), while largely based on Joseph
Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness, often departs into
mythological territory. One spectacular scene is set at a
bridge where the Viet Cong are locked in a stalemate with
US troops. The structure is rebuilt every day, and destroyed
at night; its American defenders move and act as if they are
already dead. The whole scene is spectral and eerie, imbued
with a depressing sense of futility and fatalism that neatly
encapsulates the war in Vietnam, and also suggests the
timelessness that is a property of all liminal places. The
undoing of the day’s labour at night-time is a common
motif in folklore; and appropriately enough, the notion of
repetitive, futile labour is often represented metaphorically
as ‘painting the Forth Bridge’ — the worker completes a
particularly laborious and time-consuming task, then has to
do it all over again from the very beginning. Unlike the
bridge of Apocalpse Now!, in which the enemy forces are as
invisible as ghosts, that of A Bridge Too Far (directed by
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Richard Attenborough, 1977), based on the book by
Cornelius Ryan, which tells the story of the Allied defeat at
Arnhem in 1944, is a straightforward symbol of the
common ground that both links and divides the
combatants. In the film of Thornton Wilder’s novel The
Bridge At San Luis Rey Rowland V. Lee, 1944), the tenuous
links between five very different people are symbolised by
the Peruvian rope-bridge that collapses beneath them. A
German film, The Bridge (Bernhard Wicki, 1959), uses the
bridge as a metaphor for the transition from childhood to
adulthood, when only a group of 16-year-old boys are left
to defend a town from the Allied forces in 1945.

More complex is David Lean’s famous 1957 adaptation of
Pierre Boulle’s novel The Bridge on the River Kwai, in which
British prisoners of war are set to work building a bridge for
the Japanese invaders. The magnificent performance of
Alec Guinness, as the Colonel who is at first resistant to the
Japanese demands, and then tries to prevent the bridge’s
destruction, tends to distract the viewer from the symbolic
purpose of the bridge itself: it is, once again, a structure that
both unites and divides the two warring sides; but it is also
the Colonel’s own personal metaphor, a way of reconciling
captivity with freedom of spirit, duty with loss of purpose.
It is also the object whose construction leads, inexorably
and tragically, to his death. These cinematic examples —
there are many more, often adaptations from modern
literature — serve to illustrate the abiding symbolism of the
bridge, and demonstrate that its archaic cosmological
import is embedded in our collective consciousness. It is
ironic that a structure whose mundane purpose is to

facilitate safe crossing has become a place of danger, linked
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inextricably with the workings of death.'? Indeed, bridges
are perennially notorious for the attraction they exert upon
potential suicides. The Golden Gate Bridge of San
Francisco is a prime example, a genuine suicidal ‘black
spot’. The Bridge of Sighs is famous as the bridge in Venice
over which prisoners were taken to be executed; but it is
also an old nickname for London’s Waterloo Bridge, which
used to be a popular venue for suicides, and was the
inspiration for Thomas Hood’s poem The Bridge of Sighs:

One more Unfortunate,
Weary of breath,
Rashly importunate,
Gone to her death.

But if bridges represent the journey of the dead to the
otherworld, they are also associated with the return of the
dead to the land of the living. A German tradition tells that
when crops are plentiful, Charlemagne crosses the Rhine
over a golden bridge at Bingen to give his blessing to the
tields and vineyards. Bridges are often believed to be
haunted, like the crossroads to which, as symbols, they ate
closely related.

The exploitation of bridge imagery is not confined to myth,
cinema, and literature. Bridges are obvious targets in
wartime. Yet while they usually have an undoubted strategic
value, the energy and firepower expended upon bridges is
often out of all proportion to any military interest the
structure might arouse. Probably the best example is the
lengthy onslaught suffered by the historic bridge at Mostar
in Bosnia, not very long ago. It is generally acknowledged
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that the Serbs’ interest in the Mostar bridge was dictated by
its symbolic nature, linking as it did the Serb-held part of
the town with the predominantly Moslem area; its
destruction was a symbol of ethnic differences that the
Serbian militia would no longer tolerate. Proverbially,
bridge-builders are diplomats and peace-makers, those who
seek to heal rifts and establish common ground. Given the
ongoing failure of diplomacy in the war-torn states that
were once a united Yugoslavia, the destruction of the
Mostar bridge is all the more poignant, and doubly
disturbing. In ancient Rome, Horatius Cocles was
traditionally credited with saving the city from the
Etruscans commanded by Lars Porsenna, who wete
attacking the wooden bridge across the Tiber, the Pons
Sublicius. Horatius, so the story goes, fought off the
invaders with the help of two noblemen who had been
shamed into assisting him, while others destroyed the
bridge behind them. The usual story has it that Horatius,
having sent his two comrades back, swam across the Tiber
when the bridge fell; but in another version, the hero dies.!3
This hero-tale may have grown up to explain the ritual
casting of straw effigies called Arge/ into the river from the
same bridge every May, and an old statue — supposedly of
Horatius — that stood there.!* The rationale may lie in the
Roman idea of Rome itself: as an ideal state and also a
representation of the cosmos, Rome is a notional paradise,
its citizenship not given lightly. Perhaps here we see the
Roman penchant for historicising older mythology in terms
of the actual city: the Argei would thus be symbolic of those
who do not belong there, and are cast into the waters in the

same way as those unworthy souls who fall from the bridge
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to paradise in the mythologies mentioned above. Horatius
then occupies the same mythological niche as Heimdallr, or
the various other watchmen, porters, and guardian creatures
that bar the bridge.

It is as a link between this world and the next that the image
of the bridge is at its most potent. The Cinvat bridge recurs,
as an object of veneration and as a cipher for admission to
paradise, throughout Iranian religious literature. The Pope
is known as the ‘sovereign pontiff’; a title derived from that
of the chief priest of pagan Rome, the Pontifex Maximus —
literally, the ‘greatest bridge-builder’, the link between the
divine and the mundane. Papal commands — which are
effectively Church dogma — help determine who gets into
the Catholic heaven and who does not; the bridge-builder is
thus also its guardian, and it is he who sets the crucial tests
that sort the worthy from the unworthy. The bridge
between worlds is ever perilous.
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