1998: Zeitschrift für Religionswissenschaft 6: 163-177.

Nick Allen

Varnas, colours and  functions
Extending Dumézil’s schema

 Diu Welt ist ûzen schœne,    wîz, grüen unde rôt,     

und innân swarzer varwe,    vinster sam der tôt.
Walter von der Vogelweide, ‘Elegie’

Abstract
The standard Dumézilian position has been that the three functions of Indo-European ideology were correlated with the colours white, red and ‘dark’ (green, blue or black, occasionally replaced by yellow).  Having previously argued that the ideology was essentially pentadic rather than triadic, the author here explores the relationship between functions and colours.  Starting from the four Hindu social estates (the varnas – the very word varna means ‘colour’), he concentrates on two passages involving sets of four colours.  One, a passage in Revelations that has already been linked with the hypothesis of a fourth function, tells of the four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, while the other tells of the four differently coloured disguises adopted by Cligés, the hero of an Arthurian romance.  The conclusion is that, at least sometimes, especially in ‘horsy’ contexts, the basic ideology used sets of four symbolic colours linked with the four functions.  The well-known triads often represent contractions or partial realisations of a larger structure.

In recent years I have been trying to situate Indian tradition within the context of Indo-European comparativism.  This has meant not only coming to terms with the writings of Dumézil, but also trying to carry his effort further.  Two interlinked directions of work have emerged: the comparative study of epic narratives, and reflection on the theoretical framework of the functions.  It is the second that I pursue here.


Any student of India society has to wrestle with the relationship between caste as observed ethnographically and caste as presented in the Sanskritic tradition.  The latter regularly emphasises the four estates or varnas -- priests, warriors, wealth-producers (originally farmers and stock-owners, later merchants), and serfs.  A creation myth in the Rig Veda tells how these four arose from the dismemberment of the primal Puruṣa: brahmans from his mouth, Kṣatriya from his arms, Vaiśya from his thighs and Śūdra from his feet.  The top-down listing of body parts expresses the ranking of the social categories.

Dumézil’s comparisons show that some such schematic classification of society existed among the Indo-European speakers before they reached India, indeed before they began to disperse.  The standard Dumézilian position on the matter is well presented by Sergent
, who links the cultural comparativism with the archaeology.  According to this view the speakers of the proto-language possessed (either in their myths or in reality) a three-stratum social structure, which their descendants brought to India.  Encountering the aboriginal population, they then replaced the three-element schema with a four-element one by incorporating the natives in the fourth and lowest position.


For many reasons, I doubt this picture.  What the proto-population really possessed, and what their descendants brought to India, was (I think) a five-element model.  Although the three upper estates formed its core, the model included two other elements: at the top end a king, and at the bottom end ritual outsiders, who might or might not be enslaved.  The contrasting pictures can be thought of in terms of extension and contraction.  When Dumézil finds a four- or five-element structure, he usually envisages additions to the basic triad.  When I find a triad, I tend to think of something omitted from a pentad, or of some process of compression, carried out either by the society itself or by the analyst.


This difference of perspective has wide ramifications.  Simply as a student of India and its history one would like to know whether the Śūdra were tacked on to a triadic schema or were the local fillers of an already-existing slot in the ideology, but there is more to it.  As Dumézil rightly saw, the socio-structural schema is only one aspect of a whole ideology.  As I have argued elsewhere, one can usefully call on the language of Durkheim and Mauss, and talk in terms of ‘primitive classification’.
  So what is at issue is whether the classificatory schema of the proto-Indo-Europeans was triadic or pentadic.

For reasons discussed in my previous papers, I avoid postulating a fifth function, and make up the total of five elements by dividing the fourth function into two aspects or half-functions. If the first function pertains to the sacred, the second to physical force and war, the third to fertility, abundance and related ideas, then the fourth pertains to what is other, outside or beyond, relative to the domain of the classical functions.  However, in one of its aspects it is positively valued (transcendent etc.), in the other negatively valued or devalued. This paper is in part a contribution to the wider argument for the reality of a bifid fourth function.


But why are colours relevant?  Firstly and obviously, because the Sanskrit word varṇa means colour.  What is more, so does the equivalent Avestan term pištra, which refers to the three or, in one crucial text, four social estates of early Iran.  Secondly, because each varna has traditionally been firmly linked with a particular colour -- white, red, yellow, black, from the top downwards.
  Thirdly, as one might expect from the Zuñi and Chinese material discussed by Durkheim and Mauss, colour associations were undoubtedly a feature of Indo-European primitive classification.  Dumézil referred to the topic many times, and towards the end of his life summarised as follows: F1 white; F2 red; F3 dark (une couleur foncée), i.e. green, blue or black.
  In the Indian case, he argued, when the Śūdra were added on to the schema they were allocated the lowest-ranking colour, and a new one was introduced to apply to the Vaiśya.


But is this right?  Perhaps the original Indo-European scheme had four colours associated with the four estates, and where we only find three, it is by contraction.  In other words, can one use the material on colour to add weight to the argument for four functions as against three?  It is a question that four-function theory clearly has to tackle at some point.  I shall  suggest that colours can contribute some weight to the four-function argument, but since we need not assume that the proto-society used only one way of matching functions and colours, exactly how much weight is debatable.


I shall now sketch the development of the field – briefly, and without any claim to completeness.  The link between colours and functions is made fairly soon after the first insights into trifunctionality in 1938.

--1941:  Dumézil connects the three functions with colours, referring to the varnas and their Iranian equivalents, and to the first two estates in the Roman and Celtic material. For instance, he cites from the Iranian Bundahišn a passage mentioning in successive paragraphs the white clothes of priests, the red of warriors and the blue of agriculturalists.
 

--1942:  The Dutch Germanist Jan de Vries collects well over forty contexts, mostly from Indo-European folklore, where the three colours red-white-black occur together as a set.  Only at the end of the article does he link them with Dumézil’s recognition of the three functions and their colour associations.  He ignores sets of four colours, and accordingly errs in omitting reference to yellow when discussing the varnas.  He also (as his title suggests) ignores the ordering and ranking of the colours.

--1945:  V. Basanoff suggests a connection between the functions and the white, red and blue cloths used as symbolic paths for the gods in a Hittite ritual from the fourteenth century BC.

--1954:  Dumézil publishes two relevant essays, notably one analysing the set of colours (white, red, green, blue) attached to the factions who competed at Byzantine chariot races, which were modelled on those of Rome.

--1956:  Lucien Gerschel, a friend and follower of Dumézil, analyses a Swiss German folk story recorded in the nineteenth century, in which pails of red, green and white milk relate to strength, wealth and magical powers of yodelling.

--1961:  Alwyn and Brinley Rees, the Celticist brothers who first proposed the idea of a fourth function, suggest in a note that the four peripheral provinces of Irish sacred geography can be linked, directly or indirectly, with colours as well as functions.  In particular, they link Leinster, the third-function province, with green-blue (Irish glas) and Munster (F4-) with black.

--1983:  Dumézil analyses a story in which the Buddha calls attention to four groups of mounted Licchavi nobles.  The colours worn by each group are those of the varnas, presented in reverse order.  The story may actually be earlier than the first reference to the varna-colour links in the Mahābhārata.

--1989:  Joël Grisward, the pioneer in the application of Dumézil’s ideas to mediaeval material, analyses trifunctionally the three spindles – white, red, green – encountered by Sir Galahad in an early thirteenth-century romance.

--1995:  Pierre and André Sauzeau publish a two-part analysis of horses or riders of contrasting colours, covering both the four horsemen of the Biblical Apocalypse and mediaeval and folkloristic material.
  Among the mediaeval material they mention the four colours used for disguise by Cligés, the eponymous hero of the twelfth-century romance by Chrétien de Troyes.  Cligés will be important below. 

--1997:  Claude Sterckx, the Celticist and comparativist at Brussels, builds on an earlier paper in which he discussed three forms of martyrdom mentioned in a seventh-century Irish text: the three forms, white, red and blue, are arguably linked with the functions.

The Reeses, the Sauzeaus and Sterckx all mention the varnas and the idea of a fourth function, and Sterckx even talks of four-colour expressions of the Indo-European ideology – which are rare.  However, none of them take this as their main focus.  When reading a translation of Chrétien in 1992, I had noted the disguises as potentially relevant to the varnas, but did not plan more than a long footnote on the subject until stimulated by Sterckx’s article.

But why only four colours?  Should not a proponent of a pentadic ideology also propose a five-colour hypothesis?  Not necessarily.  It is now becoming ever clearer that the king, the representative of society as a totality, does not fit comfortably within a single one of the standard three functions (i.e. in F1 as ‘sovereign’ or in F2 as warrior); instead he often transcends the individual functions and represents their synthesis.
  He, or equivalent figures construable as F4+, could thus be polychromatic or panchromatic (if not achromatic, i.e. outside the domain of colour altogether).  There is no need to envisage a fifth symbolic colour as a standard feature of the ideology.

Just as ideas about Indo-European ideology ultimately belong within wider debates about primitive classification, so ideas about the I-E use of colours must ultimately relate to the wider literature.  This is recognised for instance by Sterckx, who cites the 1969 book by Berlin and Kay (now being revised and consolidated on the basis of much fuller data).
  The fundamental ideas in this work are that there is a restricted universal inventory of basic colour terms, and that languages gain these terms in a constrained order corresponding to a (tolerably complex) evolutionary schema.  The universalistic argument is relevant here in various ways.  For instance, if the starting point of the evolutionary schema is a two-term terminology contrasting a white/warm composite colour term with a black/cool one, the next stage regularly sees the splitting of the former to give three basic colours – white, red and a composite green/blue/black.  We have already met white, red, black as a triad of symbolic colours in de Vries,
 and both green/blue (as in Irish glas) and yellow/green (rare) are attested, as is blue/black – each bearing some relation to the evolutionary scheme.  I cannot go into these matters in detail, but they form part of the background.

Since my concern here is with sets of colours correlated with other cultural constructs, philological reconstructions of proto-Indo-European colour terms are of relatively little help: the individual starred forms tell us nothing about such sets, nor about their use.  Even so, it is interesting that I-E comparative philology shows conspicuous interchange in the words for green and yellow, ‘perhaps because they were applied to vegetation like grass, cereals etc., which changed from green to yellow’.

As is also true of colours used in heraldry, precise shades do not matter.  Thus we need not discuss such questions as the use of dyes or other colouring agents.

I start with the four coloured horses, mentioned by St John in the last book of the New Testament (Rev. 6.1-8), and analysed by the Sauzeaus.  The rider of the white horse, revealed by the opening of the first of the seven seals, receives a crown.  Then, with the opening of subsequent seals, there appear in order a red horse, a black horse, and a green horse. But where does this idea come from?  One possibility is the Old Testament book of Zechariah, which also contains prophetic or visionary passages mentioning variously coloured horses.  Thus Zech. 1.8 has one red horse plus four contrasting groups of horses, and 6.1-8 has four chariots, each with contrasting horses loosely linked with cardinal points.  However, in neither case do the colours link with functions, as they rather clearly do in the NT case.  The Sauzeaus therefore argue that the passage in Revelations cannot derive solely from the Hebrew OT passages, but comes at least partly from Indo-European traditions mediated via Iran.  Although parts of their argument will be criticised below, the idea of Iranian influence on the NT passage seems to me persuasive.  

Let us summarise the information on the horsemen, ignoring the colours for the moment.
· Horseman I holds a bow, is given a crown, and goes forth conquering and to conquer.

· II receives the power to banish peace from the earth and to cause mutual slaughter.  He is given a great sword.

· III holds a pair of scales in his hand, and a voice announces ‘A measure of wheat for a penny, three measures of barley for a penny.  As for oil and wine, do not waste them.’

· IV is named Death (Thanatos in the Greek), and is followed by Hades or Hell.  The Sauzeaus try to justify translating thanatos as plague,
 but death is its ordinary meaning.


Let us start from the end.  Death and the Other World often represent F4-, which is the obvious interpretation for rider IV.  Mercantile activity and nourishment provide good reasons for seeing rider III as third-functional, while the warfare and the sword link rider II with F2.  Rider I has been found problematic by many commentators and it remains so for the Sauzeaus.
  The problem lies in the combination of apparently F2 attributes (bow, conquest) with the crown, which for classical Dumézilian analysis represents the sovereignty covered by F1.  However, they argue that the F1 aspect is central.  Thus the ‘conquest’ can be seen more as symbolic of royalty than as an expression of physical force, and in any case Iranian kings were strongly associated with bows.  Moreover, another white horseman in Revelations (19.11-16), named Faithful and True, is a judge identified with Christ, and linked not only with conquest and sovereignty (he wears diadems), but also with the word of god – so here the predominance of F1 is clear.
  In addition, both these white horsemen can be compared with the Iranian god Mithra, who although often martial, was convincingly interpreted by Dumézil as rooted in the first function.


There is more to be said about the first horseman, but we can provisionally summarise as follows.  Let us now incorporate the colours:

Horseman
his F 

colour of horse
colours of varnas

I

F1

 white


white

II

F2

 red


red

III

F3

 black


yellow (originally yellow/green?)

IV

F4-

 greenish-pale

black

If the first two horsemen have precisely the colours that the comparativist expects, the last two are a bit puzzling.  If only St John had reversed the green (Greek chlôros) and black (melas)!  But let us leave this puzzle hanging until we have explored the four-colour passage in Chrétien.


Like Chrétien’s other romances, Cligés belongs to the category of Arthurian literature, then called matière de Bretagne.  The label alludes to the origin of the stories in Celtic Brittany and Britain, where the action is often set.  Cligés (written around 1176) tells of two generations of the imperial dynasty reigning at Constantinople.

As a young man, the future emperor Alexander left home to become a knight in King Arthur’s court, where he wedded Arthur’s niece and begat Cligés.  Just before dying, he tells his son that he in turn should go to Arthur’s court and test himself against the king’s knights, remaining incognito.  He should even fight with Gawain if the occasion arises.  In due course Cligés sets off for England, leaving his beloved Fenice and taking with him four differently-coloured horses.  A four-day tournament is to be held on the plain between Wallingford and Oxford in a fortnight’s time.  Having arrived with the white equipment in which he had been knighted beside the Danube, he now sends three squires to London to purchase black, red and green sets of equipment, and to keep their purchases concealed.

     On day I of the tournament Arthur, with some of his very best knights, takes up his position nearer Oxford.  From his side there rides forth Sagremor the Unruly, ‘a pillar to equal any of the four best knights known’.  Cligés, in totally black armour, rides forth from the other side on his black horse Morel.  He defeats Sagremor and others, retires to his lodgings, hides his black arms and remains unrecognised.  On day II, in green armour, he rides his fawn-coloured horse and defeats Lancelot of the Lake.  On day III, in red armour and on his chestnut horse, he defeats Perceval.  Though his identity and lodging remain unknown, the knights now realise that the black, green and red knight is a single individual.  For day IV, Gawain modestly volunteers to challenge the stranger, who now rides his white horse and wears white.  This time the fight is stopped by Arthur before either party wins. The stranger is invited to court, and now that he has fulfilled his father’s instructions, Cligés goes happily and promptly, dressed in the French style.  After a feast he reveals his identity to the king.

Comparable stories are common in Arthurian literature and, following many others, I cite two of the earliest examples.  In Hue de Rotelande’s Ipomedon (roughly contemporary with Cligés) the hero, who preserves his incognito for no obvious reason, fights in a three-day tournament in southern Italy.  On day I he is in white, day II in red, day III (his best performance) in black, but even then he does not divulge his identity.  Much later, again disguised in black, he defeats his lady’s unwelcome suitor, an Indian called Leonin, but it is only after further adventures that his identity is revealed (by means of a ring), and all ends happily.

Secondly, in a German translation or adaptation of a lost French story about Lancelot, Ulrich von Zatzikhoven tells in his Lanzelet (circa 1200) how the hero arrives at a tournament on the Welsh marches.  He has brought with him one steed, and is given two more by his lady.  On day I, to escape recognition, he makes his banner of green samite and covers his horse with the same material.  On day II, when he performs even better, he bears a white shield, banner and surcoat, and on day III his colour is red.  The tournament, though projected to last seven days, is now stopped, but the hero refuses Arthur’s invitation.

Folklore provides many comparable heroes who in disguises of three different colours fight on three successive days.  De Vries starts his paper with an example from Grimm, which is also cited by the Sauzeaus.  E. Cosquin
 gives some nice examples, as does Jessie Weston.
  Because three-day tournaments are so common and the four-day pattern, as in Cligés, is so rare, many researchers take the latter as derivative.  ‘Chrétien gives one day too many.’
  ‘Ipomedon has the Three Days Tournament motif, which in Cligés is modified to four days and four suits of armour.’
  The four days [in Cligés] is ‘a deformation of the primitive formula’.

This extensionist argument is not compelling.  As with the varnas, such an approach needs to offer an account of the move from a three- to a four-element structure, and that is not necessarily easy.  Thus Weston proposes that Chrétien’s aim was to combine the two three-colour schemes with which he, like us, was familiar, namely black-red-white and green-red-white.
  However, the text as it stands is a unitary structure showing no evidence of any such combination.  The only triad indisputably present consists of the first three elements, black-green-red, as against the fourth.  The first three sets of arms were bought in London by the three squires; the single identity behind the disguises is recognised only after all three have been used; only these three encounters result in outright victories.  Another extensionist, J. Delcourt-Angélique, suggests that Chrétien took white-red-green from religious sources (such as the one studied by Grisward in 1989) and added the black from his own invention.
  (She also argues that the parallel episodes in Ipomedon and Lanzelet derive from Cligés, contra the tentative derivation of Cligés from an Ur-Lanzelet by M. Predelli.
)

However, one cannot assume that the quartet derives from a triad.
  Certainly, priority cannot be decided by counting instances of the two types, especially since the folklore material is recent.  Perhaps Chrétien alone has preserved the ancient Celtic and Indo-European pattern while the other stories represent simplifications of the tradition.  An interesting paper by Stanesco makes a related suggestion, namely that, in choosing a four-fold pattern, Chrétien was not so much expanding the triad as adapting or conforming to the well-established intellectual tradition of quaternities, going back to Pythagoras.
  To put the point another way, our passage exemplifies the quadripartite form of ‘primitive classification’ so salient in the west from antiquity onwards.  But the extent to which this tradition itself builds on the Indo-European heritage needs detailed examination.

In reflecting on such questions two general diachronic trends may be borne in mind.  One is the centripetal tendency according to which fourth-functional entities may be sucked inwards so as apparently to merge into the core triad represented by F1-3.
  Secondly, lists of entities each linked with a function may lose the functional links and remain simply as lists.
  Perhaps this process is sometimes reversed, but the general trend of world history has been away from primitive classifications rather than towards them.

Returning to Cligés, it is best, as with the biblical horsemen, to start by ignoring the disguises and considering other differences between the four days – especially the hero’s opponents.

· Day I.  Sagremor’s standard epithet, here and elsewhere, is desreez, ‘unruly, impetuous, turbulent’ – adjectives that imply disorder and must be mildly pejorative.  I would not give great weight to etymologies, but the name is curious.  Though possibly related to an oriental species of tree called sycamore, it is suggestive for other reasons.
  The last syllable rhymes with mort ‘death’ (among other things), and it seems to echo the horse Morel, which Cligés rides against him, and which in other romances he himself rides.
  But morel ‘shiny black’ derives from the Moors, those outsiders whom the English used to call ‘blackamors’, and who are the standard enemies of French heroes in the chansons de geste.

· Little specific is said about Lancelot except that he is less good-looking than Cligés.  This would be true even if Cligés were armed in a sack and Lancelot were in gold and silver.    

· Perceval the Welshman is characterised only as a knight of great renown.

· Gawain, the standard of courtliness for the knights of the Round Table, is the only one of the quartet not to be defeated by Cligés.  It was to him that Alexander passed on the precious gold cup he once received from Arthur.

Let us consider the sequence as a whole.  Sagremor, although presented as of great merit (vertu, l. 4623), is a second-rank figure in Arthurian literature, definitely less renowned than his three successors.  The exemplary and undefeated Gawain is clearly the highest-ranking figure.  The relative rank of the intermediate pair is hinted at by the onlookers’ reactions to the disguised Cligés.  Just as the pine and laurel are fairer than the hornbeam and elderberry, so the green knight is nobler, more skilled and more handsome than the black had been, as well as fairer than Lancelot.  However, they are ‘even more astonished’ by the red.  So, as one might expect in an artistic narrative, the episodes form an ascending hierarchy, each bringing the hero greater glory.  But does the hierarchy of episodes relate to the functions?

· Sagremor is mildly devalued, and seems an outsider relative to the knights of highest standing.  In a sample of  431 Arthurian prénoms in the Middle Ages, his is markedly the least popular of the four considered here, and he has been called the most disconcerting (déroutant) of Arthurian heroes.
  Moreover, in each episode the two opponents tend in some way to match, and we have already tentatively linked Sagremor to the Moors.  But, in this episode alone, the unknown knight is also related to distant and exotic places: he has vanished as if he were ‘in Caesarea, Toledo or Candia in Crete’, and Arthur even wonders if he was a fantosme (l. 4730).  Although the conceptual gap separating this episode from the others may be less than one would like, overall the episode is suggestive of F4-.  

· Lancelot, alone of the four opponents, is evaluated in terms of good looks.  Although he is less handsome than Cligés, it is on this feature of his person that the text concentrates.  Physical beauty (whether in male or female) is a recognised third-function attribute – for instance it differentially characterises the third-function Pāṇḍava twins in the Mahābhārata.  Moreover, if one looks at the melee that on days I-III follows the main joust, it is on this day alone that specific reference is made to the large number of knights that Cligés unhorses and captures.  Thereby ‘he pleased those on his side twice as much and won twice the glory that he had the day before.’  Large number, like abundance, is part of Dumézil’s full definition of F3.

· Perceval is not given features such as strength or speed that would obviously point to the second function.  However, in this case alone the two opponents are said to be wielding lances that are short and thick.  Why?  One recalls that the weapon par excellence of the second-functional Pāṇḍava brother BhÍma is the club, a weapon that is again short and thick.  Moreover in the general melee the emphasis this time is on imagery suggesting a massive figure with massive powers of resistance.  Cligés is compared to a tower, and his shield ‘was like an anvil on which the others forged and hammered’.  Compare the figure of Ajax in the Iliad, who is interpreted as F2 by a number of Dumézilians.
 

· Gawain, a knight, cannot of course in any obvious way be presented as priestly, but his modest and exemplary behaviour implies the wisdom characteristic of F1.  Moreover, it is he who received Alexander’s cup, and valuable vessels (potentially or originally used for cult) are quite often differentially linked with F1.  The best-known instance comes in the Scythian origin myth with its trifunctional sequence of talismans -- plough and yoke, axe, cup, but other instances can be found (e.g. in Gerschel’s paper), not to mention the grail.


It would be a lengthy task to see whether these functional interpretations of the four knights apply generally in the Arthurian corpus or only in the present context.  However, I cannot resist commenting on the three major figures.  Lancelot is particularly known for his adultery with Arthur’s wife Guinevere, i.e. for a sexual act lying within the domain of F3.  It is sometimes said of Perceval that ‘the more he fights the stronger he becomes’;
 and this ‘chevalier vermeil’ has a particularly intimate link with the colour red.
  As for Gawain – reportedly educated by the Pope
 – he is particularly known for the contract he makes and keeps in Gawain and the Green Knight.  But contracts connote F1, if only because of their juridical character and because the very name of the Indo-Iranian first-functional Mitra or Mithra means contract.
  In any case, if other contexts supported the link between Chrétien’s quartet and the functions, that would add weight to the present analysis, but if not, that would not be fatal to it.  Perhaps, whatever the names of Cligés’s opponents, this particular scene just happens to have preserved the Indo-European ideology particularly well.


The argument linking the episodes to functions has so far been stated without reliance on the colours worn by Cligés.  If he had been in black throughout, the episodes would still show a four-element ascending hierarchy with the differential functional features discussed above.  But let us now bring together episodes, disguises and varnas. I reverse the order of the varnas to bring them into line with the romance.

episode of Cligés
disguises

varna colour

varna occupation 

F4-


black


black


serfs

F3


green


yellow


merchants

F2


red


red


warriors

F1


white


white


priests

Apart from the green-yellow alternation the fit is perfect.  But what about the pentadic framework?  Representatives of F4+ tend to be easily missed, precisely because of their transcendence.  Thus in thinking of the four varnas one easily overlooks both the king who transcends the varna-based society he rules, and the Puruṣa from whose body parts the varnas originate and who represents their totality.  Is this half-function represented in Cligés?


In focusing on the four colours one easily overlooks the fact that they are all disguises of the true Cligés, whose identity only emerges in the episode that follows the tournament and forms its climax.  Only now does the hero come face to face with the king, and he does so in a fifth costume, replacing his white armour with clothes in the French style (a guise de François).  These are not described, but I assume they were of multiple colours – court dress of a single colour seems unlikely.  In any case, whatever its colour, the fifth costume outranks the others for several convergent reasons.  Just as the others were appropriate to the four opponents, so this is the proper garb in which to meet a king – who of course outranks the knights that serve him.  Similarly, it allows Cligés to present himself in his true nature as future emperor, rather than mere knight.  Finally, and more metaphysically, a revealed identity outranks disguises much as truth and reality outrank falsity.


In other words, the four-day tournament should be seen as a substructure within the larger whole constituted by the visit of Cligés to Arthur’s court.  This larger structure is unified internally by the five-element hierarchy running from Sagremor to Arthur, and it is bounded externally both by the change of scene from the mainland and by the change of subject away from the Cligés-Fenice romance.  I suppose the hierarchy was a feature of the tradition on which Chrétien drew, whether or not he himself fully perceived it.


Fortified by the clarity of the mediaeval case, let us return to the Bible.  We need to ask whether the passages about coloured horses contain representatives of F4+.  The lamb that opens the seals hardly qualifies.  Can Zechariah help?  In 1.8 the four groups of horses are situated behind a fifth element, a rider on a red horse; and in 6.3 the fourth chariot has two colour epithets -- ‘dappled’ (poikiloi in the Greek version) and ‘many-coloured’ (psaroi).  In the former passage these two epithets are allotted to separate groups of horses, so that here, although there are only four chariots, there are five distinct colourings.  However, these points do not add up to a strong case.  More likely, the NT crowned rider on the white horse conflates F4+ sovereignty and the F1 colour, providing an example of the centripetal contraction of a five-element schema into a four-element one.  


Whatever may be said about an F4+ element, the main challenge is what to make of John’s four-element sequence.  The Sauzeaus present the first three horsemen (white-red-black) as a standard trifunctional set, but are puzzled by the final green one.  As they recognise, their analysis lacks the clarity (netteté) they see in the triad, and it is not practical to take up all their points.  In brief, although they explore the idea of a fourth function, unfortunately they take for granted the trifunctionalist position that black is as good a third-functional colour as any other.  This problem is then compounded by an unnecessary attempt to align the Thanatos and Hades of rider IV with the final pair among the six Zoroastrian ‘Blessed Immortals’ – rightly interpreted by Dumézil as F3.

The solution may be radical but it is not complicated.  As already noted, the puzzle would disappear if horseman III were green and IV were black.  The colour-function links would then be as in Cligés (albeit listed in reverse order), and very similar to the varnas (differing only as regards green/yellow).  But correlations between functionally ordered sets and other sets (colours, humours, cardinal points, seasons, etc.) are not in practice maintained with much consistency within IE traditions.  This certainly applies to Vedic speculation
 and to the theorists of the Middle Ages;
 so it is not surprising that it should apply to the highly syncretic milieu in which John was writing.  A comparativist must be reluctant to circumvent difficulties by postulating ad hoc changes, but that is the best explanation here.  In other words, I suppose that, whatever John himself thought, in earlier times the tradition on which he was drawing made the F3 horseman green and the F4- black.  


If that is right, we now have three congruent instances of the four-function ~ four-colour correlation, the varnas themselves, Cligés, and the Iranian notions reflected in Revelations.  One can perhaps add two more, both mentioned earlier.  (1) John Lydus claimed that the Roman chariot races lying behind the Byzantine ones originally involved only the white, red and green chariots, corresponding to the three tribes of primitive Rome.  They were linked respectively with Jupiter, Mars, Venus (or the Air, Mars, Flora), who can be interpreted trifunctionally, while the fourth chariot, blue and linked with Saturn or Neptune, was added later.
  But need we believe Lydus (or rather his source)?   The alleged priority of the solidary triad might merely reflect their higher ranking, and the alleged lateness of the fourth element might merely reflect the heterogeneity typical of F4- entities.  (2) The colours of the four groups of mounted Licchavi nobles who visit the Buddha (himself F4+?) may reflect the functions as well as the varnas, in spite of the complexities in the evidence.

Two final contexts merit brief mention since, although they do not involve colours, they link horses and/or chariots with (potentially) functional quaternities.  (1) In the Mahābhārata, Yayāti and his four grandsons take part in a chariot race to heaven.
  (2) Around 100 AD, an orator and moralist from Bithynia reported a Zoroastrian myth linking four gods and associated elements with four horses, and implied a fifth horse representing the totality and its creator.
  Whether or not these final cases are judged relevant, the range of other material we have reviewed from a number of areas of the Indo-European speaking world does suggest that in some narrative or ritual context the proto-culture connected functions, colours and horses.

However, my central question concerns not horses but functions and colours, and one can try moving beyond the strictly comparative data to some general considerations.  Anthropologists are extremely uneasy with the notion of what is ‘natural’, since it so easily disguises ethnocentricity.  Even so, one can ask, given Dumézil’s definition of the third function, what colour most naturally goes with it?  If fertility, abundance and wealth are focal to the bundle of ideas constituting the function, one might indeed think of green pastures, yellow corn and perhaps yellow gold.  Could one possibly argue that black was the most natural association?  Conversely, given a bundle of ideas focused on the devalued Other, what would be the most natural association?  Green or yellow will not leap to mind, but black is in many ways a non-colour.  It may be just one pigment among others in contexts such as body-painting, but in relation to the coloured world of daylight, it is the non-colour taken on by objects when they become invisible at night.  In this objective sense, black is intrinsically linked with otherness and negativity, and there is no need to mention metaphorical extensions to death and the like.  Black does seem the colour most naturally linked with F4-.

My conclusion then is that proto-Indo-Europeans sometimes correlated the three core functions with hues (white, red, probably green/blue), and the inferior half-function with the non-colour black.  But I have one big caveat.  Applied to the ideological framework, a contractionist theory maintains that the triadic pattern derives ultimately from the pentadic one, but when applied to colours (or other contents fitted into the framework) the picture is less simple.  Contractionism is one possibility, and makes good sense of the data, in particular of the ‘horsy’ passages on which we have concentrated.  More generally, it helps explain the puzzling variability between yellow, green, blue or black in the F3 slot, ascribing it to different options followed during the process of contraction: sometimes tradition retained an old F3 colour, sometimes it sucked in from the bottom of the hierarchy the black originally belonging to F4-.  However, I do not claim that all symbolic colour triads in the Indo-European material represent contraction from a four-colour schema.  One cannot assume that ‘originally’ all was clear and consistent.  Quite possibly, even in proto-IE times, there were some contexts in which representatives of the three core functions were correlated with white-red-black.  This is all the more possible since, according to the Berlin-Kay hypothesis, a stage of four basic colours was preceded by a stage of three, and symbolic structures may be extremely conservative.  Let us remain flexible.
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