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OFF WITH THEIR HEADS!
«SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT»
AND THE NART SAGAS

E.T. Gutieva
L.A. Malcor

Ocemumvl, NOMOMKU CPeOHEBEKOBbIX ANIAHOB, COXPAHUMU NONLYHeHHbLTL O HUX 6 HACTIEOCM B0
anoc «Crkazanust 0 Hapmax». Caeu 0aHH020 INUHECKO20 NAMSMHUKA ¢ HUMU pa3denunu u opy-
eue HApoobl, ¢ KOMOPLIMU IMU BOUHBI-KOUEBHUKY UMENU KOHMAKMbL U CPeOU KOMOPbIX 4aACMb
ux 6vina paccesina u nossice accumunuposand. Ilodsepeuieecss 06pabomke 8 pastvix N06ecme06a-
MeNbHbIX MPAOUUUAX, MO 00ulee HACTeOUe, MeM He MeHee, UOeHMUPUUUPYECS 6 onpedeneH-
HbIX (ppasMenmax, umo no3eonsem OMmcaeKUusamy ux anamckoe npoucxoxdenue. Cpasrumernn-
Hultl ananus cpedHeanenuiickoti noamot «Cap Iaseiin u 3enenviti Poiyapv» apmyposckoeo yukna
u 08yx Hapmosckux kadazos «bampads u Ilecmpobopoduiti yaue» u «Cocnan u coinosvss Tapa»
no36osgem npednonazamy, 4mo OAHHble CIOHEMbl MONHO PACCMAMPUBAMb KAK 80CX00SULUE K
AnaHam, KOmopole, ¢ 00HOL CHOPOHDL, MO2TIU Nepedamyv UX HOPMAHHAM, a ¢ Opyzoti — Ovimb co-
xpaneHnvimu ananamu Lenmpanvroeo Kaskasa. Vccnedyemes Ha6op co8nadarousux Momueos 6
OpuUMancKoli U 0CeMUHCKUX UCOPUSAX, A umeHHO: 1) nup, 2) Oep3xuti uyie3emHuili 6Ca0HUK, 3)
dobposonvHoe obesenasnusanue, 4) uepa Ha obesenasnusarue, 5) ompybanue 207108t NPOMUBHU-
Ka e2o e opycuem, 6) yHecerue 0mceuEHHOLL 207108b1, 7) uepa Ha cobnasmenue. ucno u xapakmep
amux napanneneti 0aom 0CHOBAHUS 0TI UX UHMePNPeMAy UL ¢ IMOUKU 3PeHUS 00U4e20 NPOUCXOMH -
OeHust (MOHO2eHe3UCA) U PACHPOCMPAHEHUST cApmMamo-anaHamu no meppumopuu Eepasuu, a He
CIy4atinoeo cxo0Cmea 6 pe3ynvmanie He3asUCUMo20 meopuecmaa (NonuzeHe3uca).

Kniouesvie cnosa: Apmyposckuil yuks, HapmcKue cKka3anus, amesio-caxcol, 0CemuHbl, and-
Hbl, Kenbmbl, CPeOHeaH2IUTICKUTE A3bIK, 0CeMUHCKULL A3bIK, 3enenvlil Poiyaps, uepa Ha obe3enasnu-
samue, kedanoPop, XPomamuuecKuli CUHKPEmUsM.

The Ossetians, who descended from the ancient Alans, preserved their cultural heritage
in the «Nart’ kadags (sagas), which were shared by other peoples with whom these nomads had
contact and in whose communities they were dispersed and subsequently assimilated. Disguised
by different narrative traditions, this common heritage is still identifiable in certain parts of the
world. Comparative analysis of the Middle English poem «Sir Gawain and the Green Knight» from
the Arthurian cycle and two of the Nart sagas «Nart Batradz and the Giant with a Colored Beard»
and «Nart Soslan and Tar’s Sons» suggest that these plots trace back to stories carried by the ancient
Alans, who transmitted the story to the Normans where it developed into one of the Arthurian
traditions and was preserved by the Alans” descendants in the Caucasus region. In this paper we
investigate sequential motifs in the British and Ossetian stories, namely, (1) feast, (2) audacious alien
horse-rider, (3) voluntary beheading, (4) beheading game, (5) severing the opponent’s head with
his own weapon, (6) carrying away the dismembered head, and (7) seduction game. The number
and the nature of these parallels suggests that their similarity does not arise from multiple acts of
independent creation (polygenesis) but rather from a single source (monogenesis), one that was
carried across Eurasia in Roman times by the Alano-Sarmatians.

Keywords: Arthuritan cycle, Narts’ sagas, Anglo-Saxons, Alans, Ossetians, Celts, Middle English,
the Ossetian language, the Green Knight, decapitation game, cephalophore, chromatic synctretism.
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The connection between the medieval
Arthurian legends and the Ossetian Nart
kadags (sagas) is an increasingly accepted
scientific hypothesis. While a number of im-
portant and intriguing parallels have been
identified between the two cycles (G. Dume-
zil, J.P. Mallory, J.H. Grisward, S. Littleton,
A.C. Thomas and L. A. Malcor) [1; 2; 3; 4; 5;
6; 7; 8], still others have yet to be revealed.
Some of these can be found in a 14th-cen-
tury alliterative poem, «Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight» (Sir Gawayn and pe Grene
Knyst) [9] and the sagas on Narts Batradz
and Soslan [10].

The anonymous author of this An-
glo-Saxon poem is commonly known as the
Gawain Poet or the Pearl Poet, since «The
Pearl», «Patience» and «Cleanness» are the
three other poems attributed to him. While
Sir Gawain, one of the foremost Knights of
the Round Table, comes first in the title, the
«Gawain Poet» might just as deservedly be
remembered as the «Green Knight Poet»,
because this ambivalent, mysterious, and
contradictory villain is considered the «most
complex character of the poem». Many in-
vestigators credit the Gawain Poet with
creating a structurally whole narration that
blends heroic epics with court chivalry. As a
result of this synthesis the Green Knight who
gate-crushes King Arthur’s hall and intrudes
on the New Year’s celebration is a guest from
a strange land and distant past, whose re-
gional, ethnic or temporal characteristics are
hardly identifiable.

Layers

The multi-dimensional poem provides
the grounds for a variety of arguments
from a multitude of disciplines and differ-
ing methods of analysis, stimulating dis-
cussions about its structure and the liter-
ary history of its motifs. It is impossible to
attribute its distinction, as is the case with
many other deservedly remembered and
revered piece of art, to something different
than the creator’s talent. The Gawain Poet
«must be credited with [both the] structure
and... the theme» [11, 24]. InJ. Gardner’s

opinion, in this «coherent and balanced
whole» we are dealing «not with borrow-
ing, but with total transformation of old
material, [so] the search outside the poem
for the poem’s meaning becomes pure ped-
antry» [12, 26].Our understanding of the
poem is guided by the motto ascribed to
A.C. Spearing: «Never trust the Symbol-
ism; trust the poem» [13]. Thus, we propose
that this «transformation of old material»
becomes «total» as the author interweaves
diverse layers of poetic elements.

The nesting of stories starts at the be-
ginning of the poem with the tale of Troy,
the flight of Aeneas to Italy, the founding of
Rome by Romulus, the discovery of Britain
by Brutus, with the emphasis on all of the
«marvels» associated with these stories. The
next layer tells how of all the «marvels», most
occur in the land of Britain. That layer wraps
around the tale of Arthur within which is
contained the story of «Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight.» These folds of the chivalry
then hide a kernel of history within the re-
sulting anticline [14]. In other words, pseu-
do-history encases the historical core, which
is enclosed within the tale of the New Year’s
celebration at King Arthur’s palace.

The New Year’s feast is interrupted in
a very timely manner for the entertain-
ment-thirsty king, by the intrusion of a
stranger, who enters the hall on horseback.
He is «an ugly fellow and tallest of all men
upon earth» («an aghlich mayster on pe most
on pemolde on mesure highe»136-137), «half
a giant» (half etayn 140). The Knight, green
from the tips of his hair to the hooves of his
horse, is berated by the king for his impu-
dence. First among those «who have hot
blood, or temper unbridled», Sir Gawain
severs the Knights head from his shoulders
with the latter’s huge, green axe as part of
a challenge to exchange seemingly absurd
blows: the Green Knight, who is Bertilak de
Hautdesert in disguise (another poem, «The
Greene Knight,» calls him Bredbeddle), al-
lows Gawain to behead him and promises
that in a year and a day he will do the same
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to Gawain.Gawain quite reasonably assumes
that the Knight will not be able to return the
blow, but the plot twists when the headless
torso picks up the head and rides away.

In this layer of the story, the king and
his court are the protagonists. The effect of
mise en abyme, the story within a story, is
enhanced by the interaction with the layer
where Gawain is the protagonist. The poet
not only makes his protagonists gasp at the
intimate description of the frightening de-
tails of the Knight's monstrosity and behav-
ior, but also he makes them eyewitnesses to
the breathtaking development of his arrival.
Active listening turns into active participa-
tion. Uninvited and unwelcome the Green
Knight is, Arthur’s traditional demand to lis-
ten to some unusual story heralds the super-
natural antagonist’s appearance:

«And there was another strange thing
about him [Arthur] because of his noble
birth, that he would not eat on these high
days until he had heard some... tale of mar-
velous adventures, of... [feats of] arms, or
else that some knight joined with another
in jousting, life for life as hap would have it.
This was the custom of the King when he was
in court at each feast as it came amongst his
noble household in hall».

(90-102) and also an oper maner meued
him eke

pat he pur, nobelay had nomen he wolde
neuer ete

vpon such a dere day er hym deuised were

of sum auenturus pyng an vncoupe tale

of sum mayn meruayle pat he my t trawe

of of alderes of armes of oper auenturus

oper sum segg hym bisot of sum siker
kny t

to joyne with hym in iustyng in joparde
to lay

lede lif for lyf leue vchon oper

as fortune wolde ful sun hom pe fayrer to
haue

pis watz kynges countenaunce where he in
court were

lat vch farand fest among his fremeny in

halle [9].

% aanamman

«At each feast» the king had been enter-
tained by a «tale of marvelous adventures»,
unaccountably though, this time nobody
provided his royal ear with the story of any
«life for life» encounter. Or could it be, that
this time the tale turned into action? Arthur
waits to hear a tale, but the Green Knight
rides into the hall and proceeds to pull Ga-
wain out of the layer containing Arthur and
his court into the layer of the underlying tale,
one that was expected to be heard and not
seen.

If we consider the first part of the poem
as a relic of a single narrative, merged with
the rest as a result of conflation, it is a story
about the conflict at the feast which ended
with decapitation of one of the participants.
Such an outline affords to trace parallel to
the outline of the story of Lucian Samosa-
ta «On Friendship» [15]. It tells about the
Scythian Arsakom of the times of Scythian
and Bosporian conflict. At least, it is possible
to extrapolate the details and plot motifs to
the story of the Green Knight.

Considering the Green Knight’s poem in
parallel with or from a perspective of Lucian’s
story can help to demystify the behavior of
the uninvited guest at the feast of Arthur.
Like Arsakom, the Green Knight could also
come to claim retribution. His arrogance
may be due to the importance of the diplo-
matic mission entrusted to him by his mas-
ter — he came for the tribute. The hostility
of the court of the King in this case is quite
naturally understandable and is due to the
reluctance to pay the required. The Knight’s
aggressive, but not absolutely hostile behav-
ior is suggestive of a deep-rooted conflict.

It should be noted that the motif of the
tribute allows to parallel the present poem
with a story within the Arthurian cycle itself.
The story is about the conflict described by
T. Malory about King Arthur and 12 Romans.
They, as well as the Green Knight, who came
to Arthur with a branch of holly, appear in
the banquet hall of Arthur with olive branch-
es as a sign of a parliamentary mission en-
trusted to them by the Roman emperor [16].
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T. Mallory’s story can be gisted similarly: a
feast — a conflict — an attempted decapita-
tion — the war. The same motive is found in
one of the Narts’ kadags, when Mukara (or
another hero with the same name) comes to
the Narts to claim neglected tribute.

The Beheading Game

As is the case with other supernatural
characters in the Arthurian tradition, the
Green Knight challenges the Knights of the
Round Table and their king to test their wor-
thiness. This is particularly true in stories
about the quest for the Holy Grail, which is
where we find most of the accounts of the be-
heading game. This motivation is also true in
the kadags of the Narts.

In contrast, hagiographical tales focus on
the miraculous interaction between the body
and the head as a sign of spiritual purity. This
cephalophore trope was very popular in hag-
iographic literature, but the reviewed case
can hardly be compared to any of the 122
examples cited by R. Saintyves [17] or to any
others, that have since been brought to light.
In these cephalophores, such as that of Saint
Gemolo, the beheaded saint leaves to reach
his resting place or is seen at his resting place
carrying his severed head. While some vari-
ants tell of the saint mounting a horse, others
are nonspecific about how the saint travels to
the place where he is to be buried. Like the
saints, the Knight rides to the Green Chapel,
a place that would be a logical burial place
for him. So there is clearly Church influence
on the story. Or the story’s influence on the
Church’s tales.

Several medieval tales make use of this
motif of «The Beheading Game,» which some
scholars think originated in the eighth-cen-
tury Old Irish Bricriu’s Feast, where the hero
Cu Chulainn fills the role of Gawain and Cu
Roi, King of Munster, disguises himself as
a churl to take the part later played by the
Green Knight. The motif next turns up in
the Middle French Life of Caradoc, which is
found in the First Continuation of Chrétien
de Troyes's Conte del Graal [18]. This time
the enchanter Eliavres appears at Arthur’s

court and uses magic to replace his head af-
ter Caradoc chops it off. The Middle High
German Diu Créne and the Old French «La
Mule sans Frein» feature Gawain as the pro-
tagonist in the beheading game, which is
part of his quest for the Holy Grail. In the
thirteenth century poem «The Romance of
Hunbaut» Gawain alters the game by actu-
ally killing the enchanter through the expe-
diency of removing the challenger’s magic
cloak before he has time to reattach his head
[19, XVI]. Yet another instance is found in
the early 13th-century Perlesvaus, this time
with Lancelot taking Gawain’s role [20] and
repeatedly passing the same test. Gawain re-
prises his role in the 15"-century «The Turke
and Gowain», but this time the twist is that
the Turk refuses to return the blow until Ga-
wain travels with him through many adven-
tures, proving his worth. In the 15"-century
«Sir Gawain and the Carle of Carlisle» the
churl is back as the challenger and Gawain
stabs him with a spear instead of beheading
him with a sword [21]. (A related motif is
that of the Headless Horseman, who is best
known from W.Irving’s much later story
«The Legend of Sleepy Hollow».) As in the
other stories, the carle/carl (churl) fails to
die, but the part where Gawain is supposed to
take the return blow is left out. The basic pat-
tern of the motif, then, is that Gawain, who
is sometimes replaced by another knight or
a mythological figure, faces an enchanter or
supernatural being who is usually in disguise
and whose purpose is to test his trustworthi-
ness.

In either case the story is very, very old,
and it is this ancient material that forms the
core of the poem.

The Green Knight

With regard to the Green Knight, the as-
pect we would like to highlight is the alien
nature of the guest. He is an outsider with
respect to Arthur’s world. His green coloring
causes many people to associate him with
the Green Man, who is often assumed to be a
Celtic nature deity. The Green Man, however,
first appeared in the Roman cult of Dionysus,
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ca. 420 B.C. E. in Naples, Italy. Other exam-
ples appear throughout the Middle East, as
far north as Constantinople and as far south
as Iraq, and as far away as Nepal and India.
Note that from the beginning the Green Man
appears almost exclusively as a detached
head and the knight in Gawain’s story, en-
tirely green including his horse, wastes little
time in having his head separated from his
body. The Green Knight carries his head by
hair, a practice quite typical for executioner’s
demonstration of his work. Noteworthy, too,
is the tradition of Celtic horse-riding warri-
ors and steppe nomads attaching the heads
of the slain enemies to their saddles.

The evidence indicates, then, that the
motif of the Green Man was transmitted to
Britain by the Church, likely during Roman
times. He is a stranger to Britain, at least
coming from the Continent and possibly
from the supernatural world. In «Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight» the knight is revealed
to be Bertilak le Haut-Desert, «Bertilak» is
thought to have derived from the word for
«churl» in one of the Celtic languages. This
fits well with what we know of the variants of
the Beheading motif stories. While to mod-
ern eyes «Haut-Desert» looks like «High De-
sert,» it actually meant «High Forest» in the
Middle Ages. This was a wild forested area of
a type that is only found south of Cheshire
in Britain and which was known as a place
where horses grazed among oaks, hazel and
hawthorn. The location of this terrain is in-
teresting because the leading candidate for
the home of the Gawain Poet is Cheshire.

The Green Knight could have acquired
his unparalleled greenness as a result a mis-
translation from Old Irish into Middle Eng-
lish, the latter of which has a more detailed
color scheme than the former language [22].
Proto-Celtic *glasto-, is believed to mean
green, in Middle Welsh glas has the mean-
ings of blue, green’ [23, 126]. Yet in all Celtic
languages its known reflexes developed color
syncretism and can designate either green,
blue or grey. In Irish, Manx, Scottish, Gael-
ic, Welsh, Cornish and Breton glas can stand
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for either of these three colors. The peak of
its polysemy and valency took place during
the Old Irish period, when the adjective glas
could characterize plants, animals, human’s
complexion, and the color of metals. In neu-
tral contexts, for example, illustrating gram-
mar rules on the use of articles in Scottish
Gaelic the phrases eun glas and an t-eun glas
are translated as «a grey bird» and «the grey
bird» respectively [24, 222]. In a fairy tale a
bird could have acquired more interesting
and more impressive color in translation.
Probably, the choice of the paradoxical green
for the knight was also motivated by the ar-
tistic vision of the narrator.

While transmitting the story between the
Celtic and the Sarmatian-Alanian world this
word could not have constituted a problem,
since Celtic spectrum is similar to Ossetian
in this respect, where the word y»e@x denotes
the same three colors as glas. Accordingly,
theoretically yosex-6apee can be a «green
horseman» or a «blue horseman». But tradi-
tionally ysex-6apeee is a «grey horseman».
In the story about Caradoc, which is textu-
ally nearest to the Middle English poem, the
horse of the guest is also not green: «a knight
on a grey horse came through a door» [25,
145-146]. In the poem conversely the de-
scription starts with the man and the color of
the horse just serves to intensify the striking
appearance of the rider.

Timing

Many scholars have remarked on the
timing of the events in «Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight.» The feast occurs at the «New
Year», which is a bit of a problematic de-
scription when we are dealing with suppos-
edly Celtic material that has been heavily im-
pacted by the Church. In the Celtic tradition,
the New Year occurs at Samhain, Halloween
(All Hallows Eve) in our modern calendar.
This is a case of the Church attempting to
stop the celebration of an ancient festival by
creating a new, Christian festival on top of it.
On the night of Samhain the separation be-
tween the earthly world and the Otherworld
supposedly became thin enough that spirits
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to travel from one to the other. This is what
led to people dressing up in disguises and
knocking at neighbors’ doors. The disguis-
es not only prevented the spirits from tak-
ing the souls of those who ventured out into
the night but also provided cover for people
to demand treats from their neighbors, de-
mands that were met because no one knew
who was human and who was truly a spirit.

The whole aspect of the New Year feast
marking the border between the past and
the future is known in many Indo-European
cultures. It is this concept, for instance, that
gave us the two-faced Roman god Janus, who
looks backward into the past and forward
into the future. The Church adopted the Ro-
man calendar, which is why the European
year starts on January 1% (the month being
named after Janus) and ends on the last day
of December (originally the tenth month,
but Julius Caesar’s changes to the calendar
wound up making it the twelfth month). In
the Christian calendar the New Year falls on
the Seventh Day of Christmas, which associ-
ated with the swan. The ending of the year is
associated with the death of the swan, which
is where we get the expression «swan song»
from with its meaning of «an ending.» Swans
are usually white, which is always a clue in
stories, particularly in the Arthurian tradi-
tion and in tales told by the steppe nomads,
that you are dealing with something super-
natural. So here again there is a thinning of
the border between Life and Death.

It is into this nebulous zone that the
Green Knight rides. He is unnatural in ap-
pearance, and, while the removal of his head
should have killed him, he remains alive. His
challenge to Gawain is to repeat the mira-
cle in «a year and a day.» That puts Gawain’s
attempt on the Eighth Day of Christmas,
which is associated with milkmaids. In the
Lebornah Uidre (The Book of the Dun Cow)
milkmaids lead the monks of Lindisfarne to
a site they choose as the final resting place of
St. Cuthbert, over which the Normans later
build a cathedral. Conflation caused by the
similarity of names may have cause Cuth-

bert’s story to be associated with that of Ca
Roi, who is also known as Cubertmac Daire
who features prominently in the Fled Bric-
rend [Bricrius Feast], a tale that includes the
beheading game, which we will discuss in a
moment. For the time being, keep in mind
that Norman connection.

The Narts’ Kadags

The Ossetians (and some of their Cau-
casian neighbors) are «the bearers of the so-
called Nart kadags. These are a set of heroic
tales, somewhere between myth and legend
in tone, which show numerous and striking
parallels with the ancient Indo-European
lore, particularly with, of all things, the Ar-
thurian cycle» [6, 14]. This includes the story
of «Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.»

Beheading is rather a wide-spread motif
in the Narts’ kadags. Two cases of decapita-
tion in particular lend themselves to com-
parative analysis.

The first is found in the kadag «Nart Ba-
tradz and the Giant with a Colored Beard»,
where there is a feast, the beheading of a
giant with a multi-colored beard, and the
carrying away of the head. In this kadag
the feast is not a calendar celebration, but
is held to plan a strategy against an exter-
nal, devouring enemy. During the feast Ba-
tradz, a young and promising tribesman, is
commissioned to defeat him. Then after a
beheading game he takes the giant’s head
and carries it away on a stake as a war tro-
phy to the land of the Narts. This recalls the
Hunbaut variant of Gawain’s story, where he
prevents the challenger from reattaching his
head while in most variants the challeng-
er carries away his own head, sometimes
in his hands and sometimes by reattaching
it. Note that the challenger in this case is a
giant with unnatural colors, signifying that
he is not of Batraz’s world, even though the
Narts are themselves giants as are Arthur
and his knights in some stories.

In the second kadag parallels are more
systemic, and they can be found not only in
the beheading game but also in the seduction
game that follows.
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In «Nart Soslan and Tar’s Sons» there is
a huge horse-rider; the desire to contest the
famed and storied heroes, a beheading game
with a sharp-edged axe, an attempt at a vol-
untary decapitation with the victims own
weapon and a woman exercising her charms
on a man three times in order to alter the
outcome of the beheading game.

In this kadag the setting is not a feast, yet
there is the same abrupt change of atmosphere
from joyfulness to fear and danger experi-
enced by the feasting King and his subordi-
nates at the sight of the Green Knight: «stone
still they sat» (ston stil seten). Nart Soslan
is singing with joy (dexuyen 3apoxcvimce
keenvt), when he manages to find grazing
grounds for the cattle. But soon he sees a
cloud, whirling at him, which turns out to be
Mukara, the owner of these lands, who is furi-
ous at somebody trespassing on his property.
Like the Green Knight, who «stood towering
before [Arthur], higher than any in the house,
by his head and more. («332-333: pe stif mon
hym before stod vpon hy,t/herre pen ani in
pe hous by pe hede and more)», Mukara is a
horse-rider, and he is huge: «his horse is the
size of a mountain» (i 6ex xoxwvi tiac), «he
himself is the size of a [hay] stack» (sicexeeoces
ma ywbiHativl tiac) [10].

It is to be noted, that in both cases the
protagonists are ethnically different. The ex-
oethnicity of the Knight is highlighted by
a detailed description of his unusual attire,
unnatural and overall greenness and dispro-
portionate physical immensity. This strange
alien, an «aghlich mayster», half-giant, nev-
ertheless, a man.

In terms of physical parameters of
growth and stature the ethnicity of the hero
is not identifiable, but giants in all traditions
are of exogenous origin. Yet they are not total
strangers, as both the Green Knight and Mu-
kara had heard about the other side, so there
must have been certain communication
between their tribes. Mukara learns from
Soslan, whom he takes for a shepherd, that
the Narts dared to occupy his fields, and he
gives way to his curiosity in and envy of the
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fame of Soslan, the most reknowned Nart of
his time. The Green Knight, in his turn, chal-
lenges the knights of the Round Table, since
they are the worthiest opponents:

«I am come because the fame of thy
knights is so highly praised, and thy burgess-
es and thy town are held to be the best in the
world, and the strongest riders on horses in
steel armour, and the bravest and the worthi-
est of all mankind, and proof in playing in
all joustings; and here, too, courtesy is well
known, as I have heard say; and it is for these
reasons that I am come hither at this time.»

(258-265) bot for pe los of pe lede is lyft
vp so hy.e and py bur, and py burnes best ar
holden stifest vnder stel gere on stedes to ryde
be wy test and pe worpyest of pe worlds kynde
preue for to play wyth in oper pure laykez and
here is kydde cortaysye as I haf herd carp and
pat hatz wayned me hider iwyis at pis tyme [9].

Mukara, who had heard about the mighty
Nart, and the Green Knight, informed about
the excellence of Arthur’s noble men, both
have this vocational hazard: Both are eager
to outperform their opponents and rival
their fame. And here the motif of the game
appears. The Green Knight himself suggests
the terms of his game, while Mukara becomes
curious of Nart Soslans favorite pastimes
and will readily engage in the most extreme
of his games. Soslan grasps at this chance to
slay the dangerous adversary and schemes to
kill him in a mortal combat. He refers to the
Narts’ tradition to entertain Soslan:

« First, the mightiest sharpen their axes
(Hapmot ¢poecuseov muixoxcoiHoepmae cce
UUpxomae PaepcaeccadcKeHoiiy,).

o Then Soslan must lay his head on a
block (cmeeiiCocna iice 6eep3ceii Koy viObLpbLN
@®paesEpoL).

o The Narts’ youth start striking his
neck, but to no avail (iie yvdonce moix,
cee OoHelU®ebIHY, Poence 03bl @ply ’M®E
‘pocezoceprice anviekcerviny,) [10].

Mukara is not in the least surprised by
the dangerous nature of the game, since
Soslan is reputed as a daring contender, au-
dacious adventure-seeker, and self-assured
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challenger. To Soslan’s disappointment, this
strategy does not bring him the outcome he
desired: He strikes Mukara’s neck with all
his might, after the giant voluntarily puts his
head on the block, but the Nart fails to hurt
him. Soslan at last succeeds in beheading his
enemy by using his enemy’s own weapon.

While there are slight differences be-
tween Soslan’s story and that of «Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight,» the parallels are
more significant. For instance, Gawain takes
one blow to behead the Green Knight, and
Soslan takes several tries to sever Mukara’s
head. But notice that Arthur claims the Green
Knight’s axe and gives it to Gawain who uses
it to cut off the Green Knight’s head. Soslan
takes Mukara’s cutting edge and uses it to cut
of his adversary’s head. Two renowned war-
riors beheading two supernatural giants with
their own weapon.

Having defeated Mukara, Soslan has to
confront his even mightier brother Bybutz.
This encounter eventually leads to a seduc-
tion game in which a female relative, in this
case Soslan’s mother, Shatana, helps her son
outsmart the enemy, just as Lady Bertilak,
the Green Knights wife, offers to help Ga-
wain outsmart her husband while he is off
hunting. Each lady hosts the competitor on
her own premises. Shatana three times tries
to learn the secret of Bybutz's immortali-
ty, eventually finding them: a pillar of the
house, a stone of its hearth, and an iron box
at his Yellow Fortress where three doves (his
soul, strength and hope) were kept. To defeat
Bybutz, Soslan beheads the three doves.

Similarly, with the agreement that Ga-
wain and Bertilak will exchange gifts at the
end of the day, Lady Bertilak tries to seduce
their guest. On the first day, while Bertilak
hunts and heads a barren doe, Gawain and
the lady talk of honor with many religious
references before the lady kisses him. Kiss
exchanged for the ribs of the doe (possibly a
reference to woman being formed from Ad-
amss rib), the story moves to the second day.
This time Bertilak hunts and beheads a boar
while the lady and Gawain talk of valor and

she kisses him twice. Gawain gives Bertilak
a kiss on each cheek in return for the carcass
of the boar. On the third day the lady kiss-
es Gawain three times and gives him a gir-
dle that will prevent the Green Knight from
cutting off his head while Bertilak hunts a
fox, which he skins but does not behead. At
dinner Gawain kisses Bertilak three times
but does not give him the girdle, and Ber-
tilak gives Gawain the pelt of the fox that
was not beheaded. Soul, valor and hope, the
topics Gawain talks about with the lady and
the items contained by the three doves does
that Soslan beheads after his encounter with
Shatana. The Green Knight feigns two blows
at Gawain and slightly cuts him on the neck
with the third for holding back the girdle
Lady Bertilak had given him, so essentially
Gawain defeats the Green Knight by keeping
his head attached to his shoulders. Likewise
Soslan defeats Bybutz.

In short there is an evident connection
between the two traditions. So how did
Soslan’s story wind up in the tale of «Sir Ga-
wain and the Green Knight»?

Transmission

While the written text appears to trans-
mit from Ireland to the Continent and from
there back to Britain, the reverse is more
likely true. In the Irish analogues, identified
by J. Weston et al. (e.g., G. Paris and L. Ben-
son) [26], it «seemed obvious that the be-
heading tales in the Fled Bricrend [Bricriu’s
Feast] contained elements that appeared
in one or other, but not both, of the later
romances» (i.e., «The Life of Caradoc» and
«Sir Gawain and the Green Knight; [27, 1]),
so the motif is often said to be of «Celtic»
origin. The search for the prototypical sto-
ry in the Celtic world is quite self-evident,
since here do the geographical, temporal,
and ethnic bonds with the whole Arthurian
cycle lie. Besides, the well-known role of the
human head in the Celtic religion and ritu-
als gives a favorable context for such inter-
pretations. This conclusion based on only
a portion of the evidence, though, is not as
«obvious» as it seemed to Benson. The case

— rmmemEmEEr
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for «The Life of Caradoc» as a direct source
of «Sir Gawain and the Green Knight» was
«long ago dismissed for lack of evidence. It
once had powerful advocates» in Sir Freder-
ic Madden (who regarded it as its «immedi-
ate original»), Ernest Hoepfiner, Bernhard
ten Brink, and M.C. Thomas. Kittredge
worked out an elaborate hypothesis involv-
ing at least three lost French intermediaries
between the Celtic legend and the English
romance [28]. W. Barron argues that, the
«existence of three mutually contradictory
theories must weaken faith in all three» and
remains «unconvinced that the immediate
source of Sir Gawain, in whole or part, has
been identified» [11, 10].

Note, then, that the Irish variant is the ge-
ographic outlier, with the majority of the tales
coming from the Continent and Britain. In
the case of the 13"-century Old French Per-
lesvaus, there is direct evidence of this trans-
missions since we know the provenience of
the manuscript, which was copied for Brian
FitzAlan when he visited the Continent and
which he carried back to Britain with him.
While the Irish variant also appears to pre-
date the other tales, the earliest manuscript
in which it appears, the aforementioned Leb-
ornahUidre (TheBook of the Dun Cow) dates
to the 12 century. The text contains passag-
es inserted from other sources by one of the
scribes, and it is possible that the beheading

T amamamman

game is one of these since all of the evidence
suggests that the story came from the Conti-
nent just as we find material from the works
of Chrétien de Troyes in the Welsh story
«Peredur son of Efrawg». The likely source
for the transmission of these tales were the
Norman nobles who invaded Britain in 1066
and Ireland in the 12" century.

As mentioned above, both the story of
the beheading game and the motif of the
Green Man appear to have been carried to
Britain from the Continent, specifically from
Brittany most likely at the time of the Nor-
man Invasion (1066 C.E.). A noble fami-
ly from Brittany, the FitzAlans from whom
Bryan Fitz Alan who was gifted with the
Perlesvaus, accompanied William the Con-
queror and were granted lands through-
out Britain, including Shropshire County,
which abuts the County of Cheshire, which
is thought to be the Gawain poet’s home. The
FitzAlans were descended from the ancient
Alans who crossed the Rhine River in 406
C. E. and some of whom settled in Brittany.
The Ossetians, who tell the Nart kadags, also
descend from the ancient Alans. Since we
have no evidence of the Arthurian tradition
transmitting to the Ossetians nor of the Nart
kadags transmitting from Ossetia to Britain,
the logical conclusion is that both tales came
from a single source recounted by their com-

mon ancestors.
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