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The Supernatural

HELEN COOPER

The supernatural, a crucial element in all the works of the Gawain-poet, takes
the form of the divine order beyond nature in the three religious poems, and
of secular magic and marvelin Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (henceforward
Sir Gawain). Both forms are marked by their otherness, their resistance to any
kind of rational analysis: the green man who can pick up his head after it has
been cut off, the talismanic girdle, the bejewelled land of the dead, the helpful
whale, the bodiless hand that appears in the middle of a feast to inscribe on
the wall words all the more threatening for being incomprehensible. Yet the
poet insists that the supernatural is not finally ‘other’, alien or exotic, but
rather stands for something within the protagonist of each poem, and there-
fore, given the poet’s insistent moral concern, within the reader too.

It might sound as if reading the poems in this way would take all the fun
out of them. The Green Knight is, after all, gripping in a way that no amount
of psychological analysis, let alone moral homily, could ever be. In fact, the
doubling of effect — narrative excitement, inward thoughtfulness — enables
the poet to get the best of both worlds. It is a frequent complaint about the
supernatural in medieval romances that it is boring. Chaucer introduces a
giant into his own parody of such works, Sir Thopas, and has to give him three
heads a couple of stanzas later in an attempt te stop the level of excitement
from collapsing. Aring or a sword that confers invincibility on a hero has the
effect of making him unheroic: anybody could win a battle if they had such a
weapon. So in the Arthurian storjes, the young King Arthur himself has to
fight an opponent whois armed with the stolen Excalibur, which draws blood
at every stroke, and its scabbard, which prevents its wearer from losing blood
- and yet Arthur still wins.! The supernatural powers of the sword and
scabbard become most telling when the hero is pitted against them: Arthur’s
achievement here is all the more significant, and exciting, because it is not
supernatural, and the magic serves to highlight his courage and prowess. Sir

1 The episode occurs in the French prose Suite du Merlin, and appears in Malory’s translation
of the Morte Darthur as Book IV chapters 8-11 (in Caxton’s numbering, Vinaver 1971, 84-8).
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the dreamer has to learn to translate one sign system (woerds describing the
physical world) into another (this-worldly concepts standing for spiritual or
divine ones) in a strenuous mental process. Even here, however, the otherness
of the supra-natural order is stressed by the distance, ever: the contradictions,
between the physical sign system and its heavenly signified. The objections
of the workers in the vineyard to the unfair system of payment are, in earthly
terms, unanswerable, but earthly unfairness can point beyond itself to divine
justice. Blood in this world stains indelibly; in heaven, it washes into spotless
whiteness (766; Revelation 7.14).

The supernatural in the narrative outside the debate takes a more physical
outward form than this intellectual variety, being based on things rather than
concepts. The opening section portrays this world only, with its processes of
seedtime and harvest such as define the natural order in Cleanness; the pearl
at this point remains a physical object, and the narrator is completely bound
up in earthly grief. It is not until the second section, when the dreamer-nar-
rator announces a shift to a world that resembles one of romance adventure
and marvel, that the supra-natural order of the divine takes cver, and even
then he does not recognise it for what it is. In contrast to the landscapes of
most dream visions, which portray the natural world raised to an ideal level,
this landscape is anti-natural, inorganic; its blue-trunked trees bear silver
Ieaves that one cannot imagine withering or fading, the intensity of light is
beyond the power of any sun. His suggestion that it is a world of ‘mervaylez’
(64) is inadequate, but he also has to learn that it is not exactly a world of
anything else either. The maiden indicates to him that the landscape does not
have any real existence at all (295-6), that his encounter with her is not
happening in the spatial and visual form that is all his understanding can
comprehend. The full supra-natural quality of his experience has to be
translated back into terms that carry some physical properties with them if
he is to apprehend anything whatsoever.

If the dreamer’s understanding is relentlessly this-worldly, the content of
his vision is as relentlessly ‘other’. The sources for the poet’s description of
the New Jerusalem lie in the Book of Revelation, but the inspiration for the
dream landscapes seems to have as much to do with fairy worlds as with the
Bible. The jewelled land in which those who have been lost from the mortal
world are preserved brings reminiscences of romances such as Sir Orfeo, with
its crystal-walled castle and dwellings of precious stones; that such kingdoms
are often entered through a hill or a rock means that they too get their light
from some source other than the sun or moon.® The maiden herself, of beauty
beyond the natural (as the dreamer himself notes, 749), recalls fairy mistresses
such as that in Sir Launfal, though her role in the poem — as an instructress

6 Sir Orfeo (Bliss 1966), 347-72, 387—401 (Auchinleck version); see also Patch 1950, 232. The
comparison works in both directions: the Orfeo poet compares his fairy world to Paradise
(376).
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who will turn the dreamer’s love away from her and towards Christ —is the
opposite of theirs. The city that can only be entered by those of compl.ete
purity (971-2) is also reminiscent of supernatural tests in the Arthurian
legends, such as the drinking-horn devised by Morgan le Fay that spills wine
on a woman of less than perfect chastity, or the ship that can only be entered
by those of perfect faith.” Such associations are not developed by the poet,
however; they remain almost at the subliminal level, to give the reader
something of the same sense of disorientation and suspense that the dreamer

‘ experiences.

The supra-natural in Pear! requires not a mere adjustment to the rules of a
fairy culture, but an entire reorientation of the mind, a rethinking of what
constitutes the rational. This is a world in which everyone is queen or king,
where the highest form of deserving is to have done nothing, and where a
Lamb with seven homs of red gold practises polygamy on a telephone-
number scale. It is no wonder that the dreamer has trouble adjusting. Yet the
culmination of the vision is not any of these: it is the moment when the
dreamer sees the Lamb’s wound, and feels the quintessentially human
emotion of pity, compassion. The order of God may be alien to the mortal
order, the ‘worlde wete’ of nature (761), but in the Incarnation and the Passion
He stepped across the divide between the two to identify with suffering
humanity. What the dreamer finally has to learn is that Christ suffered as
man; the marvellous vision gives way in the final stanza to the everyday
miracle of transubstantiation, the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist,

Pat in pe forme of bred and wyn
Pe preste vus schewez vch a daye. (1209-10)

It is immensely important that the poem should not leave the dreamer in his
otherworld country, or end at the moment of his waking. It takes him back
from the ‘so strange a place’ of his dream (175) to the vale of tears, the
‘doel-dongeon’, of the mortal world, but with a new understanding of the
order of nature in which he lives. The poem is about what it means to be
mortal; ultimately that meaning will embrace the New Jerusalem, but for the
narrator, and for all readers of the poem, the lessons of the work have to be
put into practice in this world.

Sir Gawain

Sir Gawain is a Christian poem, but it is not a religious one. Its affiliations lie
with romances rather than with theological or homiletic literature. Its hero
has to confront, not the disorienting and absolute Other of God, but a series

7 These occur in the French prose Tristan and the Grail; for Malory’s versions, see VIIL34,
XVIL2 (Vinaver 1971, 270-1, 579-80).
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of adventures that are never quite what they seem, and in which neither he
nor the reader is quite sure what elements belong to the natural world and
what to the worlds of magic and the supernatural. As in Cleanness, there are
plenty of signs, and very little certainty as to how they might mean; but at
least in Cleanness there is finally an unequivocal moral import behind them

all. 1t is far from clear in Sir Gawain when something stands merely for itself

and when it might be a sign for something else, nor whether that something
else might be good or bad.®

A good deal of earlier criticism on the poem was devoted to uncovering
the distant pagan origins and antecedents of those elements in it that do
appear to be supernatural - green men who renew their lives at the New Year,
Morgan le Fay’s reputed origins in the Irish pantheon,’ Gawain’s own
possible origins in a Celtic sun-god. Such sources can never be more than
hypothetical, not only because it is highly unlikely that the Gawain-poet could
have known them, but because they were almost entirely reconstructed, or
invented, on the basis of scraps of evidence that are mostly widely separated
from the poem temporally and geographically. They have none the less been
taken as providing the meaning of the poem: what other medieval green men
might be hypothesised to have been, the Green Knight must also be. The
results, unsurprisingly, fail to illuminate the poem much, and recent scholar-
ship has tended to move away from seeking out pagan parallels to reading
the poem rather as if it were another moral homily like Patience, a cautionary
tale about a man who failed to trust the Virgin and instead placed his faith in
asupposedly magic girdle that had no power to protect him. This is, however,
still not how the poem is written, and it leaves large areas of it unexplained.
The Virgin specialises more in the salvation of souls than in the life-saving
that Gawain so desperately wants. She is particularly powerful in protecting
humankind from the assaults of the devil; but although Gawain does begin
to wonder at one stage whether the Green Knight might be the devil, he is
wrong. The poem is not pagan, whatever elements of fertility figures the
Green Knight may retain; but its Christianity does not bring with it a defined
theological meaning. As a romance, its connotations and range of reference
belong with other romances, Arthurian in particular, where challengers
arrive at the great feasts of the annual cycle, where Morgan le Fay is the
implacable enemy of the renown of Arthur’s court, and where magic objects
may not be commonplace but are not impossible either.

The work portrays a clash between the ordinary human and knightly
world of Arthur’s court, and something that presents itself as profoundly
other. The Christmas festivities at the start show the court enjoying a very
good party, but not an implausibly exotic one; similar events would take place

8 Arthur 1987, 3 discusses how the poem both invites and resists decoding.
9 Attempts to link Morgan with the Irish Morrigan, goddesses of war, are misguided, as the
words are not cognate: see Contributions 19736, s.v. Morrigan.
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at Christmas in the contemporary royal court. The appearance of the Green
Knight is all the more shocking by the contrast; this has not seemed to be.a
world where such things could happen. Even the adventures fhat Arthur is
waiting for before he starts to eat, a traditional motif in Arthurian romances,
are of the commonplace and possible variety: stories of combat.s, requests for
jousts and so on. Coloured knights in other romances take their names.from
the colours of their armour and trappings alone: the Red Knight whg is the
novice Perceval's first opponent, for instance, or the various knights, includ-

A ing a Green Knight named Sir Pertholepe, whose defeat establishes the

chivalric reputation of Gawain’s young brother Gareth.® No one in Sir
Gawain is prepared for a man and horse whose greenness extends to Qesh
and hair. Still more disturbing are the contradictory signsas to what he might
be, and his refusal to fit into any possible categories (Spearing 1970, 179-80,
223; Arthur 1987, 3-4). The poet indicates that he is not a giant, l')ut a man
(141); but men do not have green skin and beards. He is not a wild man, a
wodwos; those are savage creatures, unclothed and covered w1'th hair, who
live in the deep woods (Bernheimer 1952), where Gaw?in wxl'l encountef
them later. Nor, despite his beard as big as a bush (182), is he a green man
of the kind it was currently fashionable to portray in church carvings, their
heads emerging from and merging into foliage or with tendrils hylstmg out
of their mouths (Basford 1978, esp. plates 48-80). Devils sometimes wear
green, as the devil does in Chaucer’s Friar’s Tale (Canterbury Tales, Benson
1987, TiI. 1382; Robertson 1954; and see Brewer in this volume); but such an
idea does not seem to occur at this point to the onlookers, though they do
wonder whether he might be ‘fantoume and fayryze’ (240). One of the most
disturbing things about the Green Knight, however, is the fact t.hat he ca@ot
easily be classed even as ‘other’. His clothes are fine anq of rich materials,
such as any knight might value. He carries an axe, an obvious metonymy for
destruction, in one hand, and in the other a holly bob, ‘pat is grattest in grene
when greuez ar bare’ (207). As it stands, that line is a mere stfatex.nent.of fact;
it may invite interpretation of the holly as a token of continuing hfe'o'r a
fertility symbol, but it falls well short of committing the poet‘ to e’xuthorlsmg
such a meaning, and announces nothing about the Green Knight's nature or
intentions. It does not suggest hostility, especially as messengers often carried
branches to indicate their good intentions; but neither does the axe stfggest
peace. He asks for a Christmas game, which is to consist of hav1r}g hunse}f
beheaded in exchange for a return blow — if it could ever hap})en —inayear’s
time. Malory’s Gareth too has to face what seems to be a knight armed w.1th
an axe, who can also be dismembered and reconstituted; but he is a creat.xon
of ‘subtyle craufftes’ (Vinaver 1971, 205), and we are given a privileged view

10 Chrétien de Troyes, Le conte du Graal (Lecoy 1975), 869-70, 948 etc. (Kibler 1991, 392-3),
and its free Middle English adaptation, Sir Percevall of Galles (French and Hale 1964,
531-603), 603, 665 etc; Vinaver 1971, 184-207, esp. 192 (VIL7-23, esp. 12).
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of both his creation and his resuscitation. That the Green Knight's decapita-
tion makes no difference to his behaviour, speech or control of his own actions
makes him much more terrifying.

That irreconcilable variety of the signs concerning the Green Knight, and
their contradictory meanings, continues throughout the work. His assurance
to Gawain that he cannot help but find him sounds very like a periphrasis
for death; the Old Man in Chaucer’s Pardoner’s Tale gives a similar assurance
to the rioters who are seeking Death to kill him - ‘Noght for youre boost he
wole him no thyng hyde’ (Canterbury Tales, Benson 1987, V1. 764). The guide's
words to Gawain about the denizen of the Green Chapel, that he kills
everyone who comes by, whether knight, priest or churl (the three estates that
composed medieval society), similarly suggest that Gawain is on his way to
meet a personified Death, with whom no one can survive an encounter. The
Green Chapel itself, which sounds godly though odd (chapels are not nor-
mally green), turns out to be a barrow, a mound of no great distinctiveness;
but the threatit contains enlarges any superstitious associations it might carry
to make it diabolical in Gawain’s eyes, to the point where he wonders if he
might be about to encounter the devil. That cannot be right, given that the
figure he is about to meet is his host in a different shape, and he has celebrated
Mass in his household every morning (one of the standard tests for devils
being whether they can endure the presence of the Eucharist);! but neither
Gawain nor the reader as yet knows that the two are identical. Other sugges-
tions as to interpretation, less explicit in the poem and therefore less likely
though not necessarily impossible, have also been made: that the Green
Knight is associated with Christ, for instance, through his appearances at
Advent and the Judgement of his second coming; or that he represents the
Old Law, an argument related to the fact that New Year’s Day, the cusp of the
year when Gawain has to go to meet what he expects to be certain death, is
also the Feast of the Circumcision (Shoaf 1984, 49-54).

The possibilities are too many, and too contradictory: death and life, God
and the devil. What they all have in common - and what Gawain himself
never seems to doubt - is that the Green Knight must mean something
beyond himself: he cannot simply be a knight who is green. Yet when he gives
his own summary explanation of who he is — that he is called Bertilak de
Hautdesert, and that he had been sent in such fashion to Arthur’s court by
Morgan le Fay in order to scare Guinevere to death - that is just what he asks
Gawain to believe. The poet does not necessarily endorse Bertilak’s state-
ment: the last view he allows us of him is in his shape as Green Knight, not
as Bertilak, riding off to an unknown destination, ‘whither-so-euer he wolde’
(2478). The poet never commits himself in his own voice as to whether the

Il There is an example of such a test for theological acceptability in one of the lais of Marie
de France, Yonec, in which a lady has the Eucharist administered to a suitor who shape-
shifts between man and bird.
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Green Knight ‘really” is Sir Bertilak under enchantment, or whether he really
is primarily the Green Knight (as the guide suggests, with his account of the
grisly inhabitant of the Green Chapel) who is merely playing the host as a
means of waylaying Gawain. Since the poet is creating a fiction, he has no
need to explain or define. He need not worry about the ‘reality’ behind the
story, because it is story, not fact. The very lack of explanation, much of the
time, is what makes for most of the suspense, and for the final moral force of

~ the poem.

The role that the Green Knight assigns to Morgan le Fay would on first
reading seem to militate against such mysteriousness. Her habits, familiar
from other romances, define her as a specialist in magic and the supernatural,
so she should be ideally cast to be the motive force of the action; but neither
in narrative detail nor in import does his explanation fit with the rest of the
poem. She may have intended to test the reputation of Arthur’s court, but
Bertilak is very clear that it was he himself who put his wife up to wooing
Gawain, and there is no suggestion that Morgan even knows about his
testing. It can hardly be her skills in necromancy that have created the girdle,
since its magic properties turn out to be non-existent. The most shocking of
all the Green Knight's revelations to Gawain, however, has nothing to do with
Morgan’s supernatural powers, but everything to do with Gawain’s own
nature: that she is his aunt. His prime antagonist has been, not a strange green
challenger who has seemed to represent everything that Arthur’s courtis not,
but one of his own kin.}2 In the meticulous mirror-symmetry of the poem’s
structure —~ the Troy references at the beginning and end framing the scenes
at Camelot, the arming and the blows inside those, the three hunts and
bedroom scenes at the centre — this revelation is reflected exactly by Gawain’s
claim at the start that the only good thing about him is Arthur’s, his uncle’s,
blood in his body (357). It may indeed have been Gawain’s position between
the two, equal kin both to his mother’s chivalric brother and to her necro-
mantic sister, that suggested to the poet Gawain’s peculiar potential as the
central character. The Gawain of the Arthurian romances is always associated
with Arthurian knightliness; but this Gawain also has, quite literally in his
blood, the strains of his subversive and imperfect kinswoman. Here, it is not
her supernatural powers that matter so much as their kinship, their shared
nature.

None of this amounts to a denial that there is a supernatural element in the
poem: it is undeniably there in the Green Knight, whether he is Bertilak
turned green or the Green Knight turned human. Such shape-shifting, and
his survival of decapitation, lie decisively outside the normal limits of the
physical world. There are plenty of other places in the romance, however,

12 For an interpretation of Morgan as a character in the hero’s family romance in a more
psychoanalytical sense, see Brewer 1988¢.
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