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INTRODUCTION


In 1889 a group of workmen, charged with the repair of the floor of the Angel Choir in the great church, were faced with the task of raising a large slab of mottled blue-black Portland marble. Using stout sheer legs and substantial pulleys, they managed to prise the slab from the floor and put it to one side. Clearing away less than 2ft of sand and rubble, they came across blocks of limestone. Beneath these was found a stone tomb-chest, which they knew to be the final resting place of a thirteenth-century bishop. The chest was 7ft 3in long and 2ft 8in wide. When the lid was raised, the workmen saw that the body was encased in sheets of soldered lead beneath a continuous sheet of the same metal, supported by iron bars, which covered the top. With the lead removed, the onlookers were faced with an almost complete skeleton of a man. Bizarrely, the whole of the skull was missing, with no trace of bone or teeth remaining. Although the skull had vanished, there remained a substantial amount of red-brown hair on a lead-encased block of oak that had once supported a cushion. What was left of the skeleton was dressed in the decaying vestments of a bishop and, on the left side of the bones, lay a crumbling wooden crosier, its crook carved with ornamental leaves. Between the leg bones, a massive gold finger ring holding a large rock crystal lay where it had fallen from the decaying fingers of the grave’s occupant.


To the left of the skeleton, covered by a length of linen, the archaeologists found a chalice and a paten with the cup still standing upright, as it had been placed almost 600 years earlier. The paten, with a diameter of 4¾in and made of silver, bore upon it an incised representation of a hand with two fingers raised together in the form of a blessing.


The entirely undecorated chalice was also made of silver, but it had at some time been gilded. Much of the gilt overlay remained on the inside of the shallow bowl. With a height of 4½in, and with both the bowl and the disc-like foot having a 4in diameter, the chalice was completed by a stem linking the bowl and foot. Halfway up the stem, a knop – a circular protuberance – aided the user in maintaining a secure grip upon the vessel. Although completely without decoration, the chalice had a simple elegance rendered slightly homely by the use of plainly visible rivets to join the different parts of the stem.


Finding such artefacts in the tomb of a bishop was not at all unusual. Similar items had been found in the tombs of two previous bishops and this may well have been normal practice in the Middle Ages. But this chalice was different – this chalice might be the stuff of heroic legend and quest. This chalice could be the Holy Grail.


But why should this particular chalice be the most revered and mysterious lost item in the western world? Especially as it does not appear amongst the earliest and most holy relics of Christ, which were the True Cross, the Crown of Thorns, the Nails used in Christ’s Crucifixion and the Lance (or Spear) used to wound Christ in the side as he hung upon the Cross. The Holy Grail, on the other hand, appeared only in the latter decades of the thirteenth century. It then became firmly embedded in obscure, and almost forgotten, tales surrounding a mythical king, only to resurface at the hands of Victorian poets and artists.


How do we know that the Holy Grail was even a chalice? In its first appearance in literature, the Grail was more likely to have been a dish, and not even a very important one at that. The writer referred to ‘a graal’ which bore a sacramental host or wafer. This use of the word ‘graal’ suggests an origin in the Latin word ‘gradalis’, meaning simply a dish or platter. Shortly afterwards, the dish became a chalice known as ‘the Graal’. It did not, however, stay solely in that form. It also appeared as a sacred stone, as a closely guarded secret, as Christ’s still-existing bloodline or as two stones brought to England by Admiral Lord George Anson.


Even as a chalice, the Holy Grail appears to have arisen from two, or perhaps three, sources. Firstly, it was supposed to be the cup used by Christ at the Last Supper. Or, on the other hand, it was the cup used to catch the blood of Christ as his corpse was pierced by the Lance. Further still, it could have been a single cup used at both events.


The cup used by Christ at the Last Supper is mentioned in the Gospels by Saints Mark and Luke. It is also mentioned by Paul in his Letters to the Corinthians. In the Authorised Version of the New Testament, only St John mentions the Lance (‘one of the soldiers with a spear pierced his side’), but does not reveal the soldier’s name. William Wake, Archbishop of Canterbury between 1716 and 1737, does, conversely, give the name in his translation of the ‘Forbidden Gospels’. In this work, Chapter VII, verse 8, of the Gospel of Nicodemus, reads: ‘Then Longinus, a certain soldier, taking a spear, pierced his side, and presently there came forth blood and water.’ Nowhere, however, is there mention of a cup used to collect the blood from Christ’s wound.


It appears, nevertheless, that a cup, of one form or another, played a part in the last days of Christ’s time on Earth, either as a simple domestic implement (an almost incontrovertible fact) or, as far as practising Christians are concerned, as one of the vital elements of the Eucharist or Holy Communion. What shape that cup was, from what it was made, whether it was plain or decorated, remains unknown.


How then could an artefact, about which almost nothing is known, take on the definitive shape of a chalice, become the objective of mythical quest and end up in the tomb of an English bishop?


E.C. Coleman
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THE DISCOVERY OF THE LANCE


It would be quite unthinkable for the followers of someone such as Christ to depart without obtaining something with which to mark their time in His presence. Whether it was just a handful of sand on which He had walked or the empty shroud from His tomb, His followers, disciples and even the Apostles would have held on to whatever they could as precious mementoes of their hope and inspiration. On the substance of such items are relics created, which the faithful revere as creating an invisible thread of fidelity to God and to His Son.


Sadly, with human nature being fashioned as it is, the existence of relics, whether from Christ Himself or from the cavalcade of saints that followed Him, tended to become more prolific as they became equally more fraudulent. However, to the followers of Christ, it was belief in the relic that mattered. It was belief that created the invisible thread, and if awestruck peasants gazed upon one of hundreds of thorns from the Crown of Thorns, couched in a casket that was more valuable than their entire lifetimes’ income, it was enough for them to believe. They would not question its authenticity, but trust in the clergy placed over them by God’s command.


When the Apostle Peter travelled north to Antioch after Christ’s Crucifixion, it is more than probable that he would be carrying such relics. Peter, probably closer to Christ than any of the other Apostles, would not have left without mementoes of his time with the Saviour. Furthermore, being so close to the centre of events, Peter would have had greater access to what was available and may have had in his possession the tip of the Lance and the cup which legend later claimed to be the vessel that was used to collect the blood of Christ. Whatever he may have had, if anything, they helped to make Antioch the first centre of the worship of Christ and the place where the word ‘Christian’ was born.


The rise of Islam in the early seventh century saw a bloody swathe of conflict which, in less than a century, saw the followers of Muhammad reach as far east as the Punjab and as far west as the Atlantic Ocean. In AD 711 they invaded Europe through the Iberian Peninsular and, by AD 732, had reached as far north as Poitiers. There, just north of the city, the Muslim invaders were defeated by the Frankish leader Charles Martel, who drove them back south of the Pyrenees.


Over a thousand years after the arrival of St Peter in Antioch, the Holy Land of the Christians had become a seething cauldron of Islamic conflict. Whole nations, tribes and sects fell upon each other in the name of the Prophet as the Seljuk Turks, taking advantage of the chaos, pushed as far west as the shores of the Black Sea, the Bosphorus, the Aegean Sea and the Mediterranean. They also advanced to the south along the eastern Mediterranean coasts, where they clashed with Fatimid Arabs who, earlier, had expanded out of Egypt as far north as Syria.


In 1009 the Fatimids had shocked Christianity by destroying Jerusalem’s Church of the Holy Sepulchre, built by St Helen, the mother of the Emperor Constantine. Only after accepting a huge bribe from the Constantinople-based Eastern Orthodox Byzantine Empire, did the Fatimids permit the rebuilding of the church and allow pilgrims to visit the site. But it was an uneasy truce and, in the following years, many pilgrims and clergy were attacked and killed.


Despite the Great Schism of 1054, which had divided the Christian Church into the Latin Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church, the Byzantine Emperor Alexios I appealed to Pope Urban II for help against the Muslims now amassing within sight of Constantinople. With the approval of the Pope, the first response to the request came from Peter the Hermit, a charismatic preacher who, setting out from Cologne in 1095 with thousands of mainly unarmed followers, reached the city the following year. Alexios, unimpressed by this ragged band, sent them across the Bosphorus where the majority were slaughtered or taken as slaves by the Turks.


The next arrivals at Constantinople were of a very different stamp. Under the leadership of Godfrey of Bouillon, Raymond IV of Toulouse and Bohemund of Taranto, thousands of heavily armed and well-trained soldiers crossed over to Asia Minor. All had ‘taken up the Cross’ in a promise to recapture Jerusalem from the Muslims. In exchange, the Pope granted them indulgences, which cleared them of the guilt of past sins and guaranteed them a swift passage to Heaven if they lost their lives in the great cause. The lands and properties of the leaders were protected from neighbouring lords in their absence and their families were guaranteed the right of succession if they lost their lives.


Victory against the Muslims was not long in coming. The city of Nicaea fell in June 1097 (although the western Crusaders were tricked by Alexios who entered the city first, thus robbing the Crusaders of their chance to plunder) and most of western Asia Minor was recaptured at the Battle of Dorylaion in the following month. Soon the Crusaders arrived at Antioch and laid siege to the city, which had been captured by the Turks in 1085. Fending off attacks from supporting Muslim armies and the city itself, the Crusaders were surprised to see the approach of a Fatimid delegation who offered to let them have the whole of Syria without molestation if they promised not to attack Fatimid territories to the south. However, as these territories included Jerusalem, the Crusaders declined the offer.


As the siege dragged on, the Byzantine ambassador to the Crusade decided to leave. This apparent desertion led to the Crusader leaders abandoning a previous promise made to Alexios to hand all territorial gains over to the Byzantine Empire. Instead, they would keep all gains for themselves.


In the first days of June 1098, Antioch was taken after a traitor was bribed to open the gates. After the routine massacre of the defenders, Bohemund declared himself Prince of Antioch and settled down to defend the city from a Muslim army that had surrounded it only days later.


A few days into the siege, Raymond of Toulouse was approached by a monk named Peter Bartholomew who told him that he had had a number of visions. In these visions, St Andrew had taken the monk to St Peter’s Cathedral in Antioch and pointed out the spot where the Lance used to pierce Christ’s side was buried. Sceptical but intrigued, Raymond took Peter and a few other monks to the church and began to excavate. After a reasonably large hole had been dug, Raymond was on the point of giving up when Peter jumped into the hole, reached down and pulled out the iron tip of a spear. Another monk, who was well respected and whose word could be trusted, declared that he had seen the tip in the ground just before Peter extracted it from the soil.


Not everyone was convinced, however. Bohemund always refused to accept that the object was genuine and frequently mocked those who believed in it. Even more importantly, the papal legate to the Crusaders, Adhemar de Monteil (known as Adhemar de la Puy from his appointment as Bishop of Puy-en-Velay), also refused to accept the so-called relic. He had seen the genuine Lance in Constantinople where it had ended up after being seen on several occasions in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre at Jerusalem. On the other hand, he was prepared to keep quiet on the matter whilst the Crusaders believed it was real. After all, they needed all the help they could get.


Just over three weeks after the Muslim army had settled down for a long siege, the gates were thrown open and the Crusaders emerged ready for battle. At their head was Adhemar de la Puy bearing the newly found Lance. The day ended with the rout of the Muslims – a day in which many of the Crusaders claimed they had seen St George, St Maurice and St Demetrius riding alongside them in battle. Clearly the genuine Lance had been found. Carried by a bishop, it had summoned the support of the saints and the Crusaders had won the day. Who could doubt it now?


A year later, in June 1099, the Christian army arrived at the gates of Jerusalem. According to an unknown chronicler of the attack on the city, the Crusaders’ first attack was repelled and they ‘were all surprised and alarmed’. Then a knight named Letholdus reached the top of the city’s wall and drove the defenders back. More knights followed and soon the Crusaders were racing to the Temple of Solomon, killing anyone in their path. At this, the Muslim leader guarding the wall by the Tower of David opened the gates and admitted Count Raymond and his troops. Again, the Crusaders raced to the Temple, slaughtering indiscriminately as was the custom of victors against a city that had refused to surrender when under siege. When they arrived at the Temple they found ‘a great crowd of pagans of both sexes’. Appalled at the killing, Tancred, the King of Sicily, and Gaston de Beert sent forward their banners to hold over the crowd, thus saving their lives. There then followed a period of looting before the rampaging Crusaders ‘went rejoicing and weeping for joy to adore the sepulchre of our Saviour Jesus and there discharged their debt to Him’.


Just over a week later, Lord Godfrey of Bouillon – who had sold his castle in Bouillon to the Bishop of Liège to raise funds for his Crusade – was elected the first Crusader ruler of Jerusalem. He never used the title ‘king’ in the belief that the only true king of Jerusalem was Christ himself.
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QUEEN ELEANOR AND THE GRAIL


The 34-year-old Prince Raymond of Antioch bore many of the knightly attributes favoured by both men and women in the twelfth century. He was tall, handsome and gallant; his chronicler called him ‘magnificent beyond measure’. He had also been very lucky. The youngest son of William IX, Duke of Aquitaine, Raymond had been sent as a boy from his home in Poitiers to serve at the English court. At the age of 21 he was summoned to the Holy Land by King Fulk of Jerusalem under conditions of great secrecy. As Regent of Antioch, following the death of Bohemund II in 1130, Fulk intended that Raymond should marry Constance, the 8-year-old daughter, only child and heiress of Bohemund. The problem with this arrangement was the child’s mother, Alice, who lived with her daughter as Acting Regent in Antioch. Fulk handled this problem by having Raymond propose to Alice (who was still under 30 years old) and, as she was preparing for the wedding, marrying the young man to Constance behind her mother’s back. Despite this unpromising start, the marriage proved to be a happy one (especially with the bride’s mother removing herself from the scene in outrage).


Now Prince of Antioch, Raymond soon faced problems with the Byzantine emperor’s continuous demands that Raymond hand the city and state over to him. With these demands either rebuffed or handled through diplomacy, Raymond then found himself facing a much more dangerous situation.


The Crusader state of Edessa, to the north of Antioch, fell to the Muslims in 1144. It was recaptured briefly in 1146, but was almost immediately lost yet again. When news of the loss of the Christian state reached Pope Eugenius III, the Pontiff called for a Crusade to evict the Muslims. In the beginning, the response was somewhat unenthusiastic. The monkish Louis VII of France had already made plans to go on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem in memory of his dead brother Phillip, and had to be persuaded by senior clergymen to go crusading instead. Eventually, he was to be joined by Conrad III of Germany and other Crusaders would come from Aquitaine, Brittany, Burgundy, Lorraine, Normandy and England.


In March 1148 Raymond was given a message that a Crusader army was just about to sail into the harbour of St Simeon, close to Antioch. Leaving immediately, he arrived at the port only to be met by a sight he had hoped never to see. The Crusaders were under the command of Louis, and they made a sorry sight. Weary, and worn down by constant Muslim harassment, their journey to Antioch had been a nightmare. Initially buoyed up by tales of a German victory ahead of them, they arrived at the scene of a battle only to find piles of putrid German corpses. Most of the baggage train had been lost when the rear of the army was attacked in later engagements with the Turks, and Louis himself, who had no apparent skills as a war leader, only just escaped death or capture when he fled from the Muslims and scrambled away by ‘making use of some tree roots which God had provided for his safety’. There was, however, for Raymond at least, one bright aspect of Louis’ arrival – the French king had brought his wife Eleanor, Raymond’s niece.


The beautiful and intelligent Eleanor of Aquitaine came from a considerably different background to her pious and frequently humourless husband. Her grandfather, William IX, had a mistress in the splendidly named Dangereuse, the wife of Aimeric I, Vicomte de Châtellerault, who also happened to be his daughter-in-law’s mother. Using such methods as were available to her, Dangereuse had managed to arrange for her daughter, Aenor, to marry William’s eldest son, also named William (and elder brother to Raymond). Eleanor was born of this union in 1122 and, although she had a younger brother – also named William – her mother and brother died, leaving her heiress to the lands of Aquitaine. These riches came to the 15-year-old when her father died whilst on a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela in April 1137. In his will, William had left the new Duchess of Aquitaine under the guardianship of King Louis VI, who rewarded such trust by sending his son, also Louis, to marry Eleanor, thus bringing Aquitaine into French possession.


For Eleanor, the next few years were enlivened by the usual squabbles with the Pope and minor wars with neighbouring states, until the call came from Pope Eugenius for a Crusade to be mounted for the reclamation of Edessa from the Muslims. Having initially fallen out with the hugely influential Abbot Bernard of Clairvaux, Eleanor swiftly changed tack and took up the Cross in front of the Abbot alongside her husband. They would go on Crusade together, leaving behind their year-old daughter, Marie.


Now at Antioch, and with the awful experiences of the journey behind her, Eleanor blossomed in the presence of her uncle. Friends from childhood (there were just a few years difference in their ages), they were frequently to be seen laughing and holding hands as they walked through the gardens of the palace whilst in animated conversation. Soon the gossipmongers were at work. Eleanor was not particularly popular with a number of the Crusaders as it was claimed that many of the losses to the Turks had been caused by the huge amount of baggage she had brought along whilst her own troops, the Aquitaines, were at the other end of the straggling column. Now they whispered into Louis’ ear that ‘she disregarded her marriage vows and was unfaithful to her husband’.


To this was added the further complication that Raymond wanted, and had expected, Louis to support him in an attempt to regain Edessa. To his and Eleanor’s astonishment, Louis wished to do nothing more than go to Jerusalem and pray in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. The French king had reverted from Crusader to pilgrim. When reasoned argument failed to change Louis’ mind, Eleanor made a startling demand: she wanted her marriage annulled on the grounds of consanguinity. Louis and Eleanor were third cousins, once removed. Both had a common ancestor in Robert II of Normandy, Louis’ great-great-grandfather. Her husband’s prompt reaction was to remove his troops from Antioch and practically kidnap his own wife as she was physically man-handled away from Raymond’s presence.


After Louis had completed his pilgrimage to Jerusalem, he agreed with Conrad of Germany and Baldwin of Jerusalem to launch an attack against the Syrian city of Damascus. Such an offensive bordered on the utterly pointless as the Emir of Damascus was keen to remain on friendly terms with the Europeans after having fallen out with the other Muslim leaders. As if to underline the folly of such a plan, the attack itself failed miserably when the Crusaders took themselves from a position of relative safety and sustenance, in the fruit orchards on the north-west side of the city, to an open position to the east of Damascus. There, with no food and water, the Crusaders’ camp seethed with rumours of treachery. Divisions soon appeared in the leadership to the degree that Louis ordered the combined armies to retreat. As they fell back on Jerusalem, the Muslims launched attack after attack and many men died in the carnage, leaving ‘the bodies stinking so powerfully that the birds almost fell out of the sky’.


For Eleanor, the disaster at Damascus did nothing but increase her contempt for Louis, who was showing an increasing reluctance to return to France to face the massing criticisms of his failure in the Holy Land. When, in the spring of 1149, they eventually sailed from Acre, their relationship had broken down to the extent that Louis and Eleanor sailed on different ships.


Following a failed attempt to capture the ships by a Greek force sent out by the Byzantine emperor, Eleanor and Louis lost sight of each other. For two months the Queen of France and Duchess of Aquitaine disappeared with, apparently, no one knowing her whereabouts. However, of all the places in the eastern Mediterranean, there is only one place for which she would have voluntarily bent her course – and that had to be Antioch.


Obviously, she would have looked forward to seeing her uncle once again. But there may have been much more to her return than a simple chance of seeing Prince Raymond. Returning to Antioch involved high stakes: she could have run up against Turkish ships on her approach and, even if she arrived safely, the Muslims could have launched an assault against the city and taken it. Raymond could already be captured or dead. So, if she did return to the city, why would she have taken these risks?


The Lance used to pierce Christ’s side on the Cross had, only a few decades earlier, been found in St Peter’s Cathedral. Although there was no mention in the Gospels of a cup being used to hold Christ’s blood, and no record of a cup being found at Antioch, the two relics frequently accompany each other in subsequent art and literature. Could it be that Raymond had discovered the cup and had told Eleanor of his discovery during their walks in the palace gardens? If this was the case, Eleanor would not only have been aware of the great significance of the relic, but also of the risk of it falling into the hands of the Muslims, as had happened to the True Cross at Jerusalem. As subsequent events were to show, the possibility of Eleanor returning to obtain the cup is raised to the highly probable.


If Eleanor did visit Antioch, Raymond seems to have, to all intents and purposes, committed suicide within a few days of her departure. Taking a force of less than 2,000 knights and footmen, and linking up with Hashshashin (Assassin) forces, Raymond left for the city of Inab, which was under siege by the Muslims. On his approach, the Turks raised the siege and withdrew. Then, much to the astonishment of the Turkish commanders, Raymond took his forces away from the protection of the city and led them on to an open plain. At first, the Muslims assumed that he was expecting reinforcements, but, when none appeared, they surrounded the men from Antioch and their allies. The next day, the 7,000 Turks, mainly made up of cavalry, attacked. By the end of the engagement, along with the majority of his troops, Raymond was dead. His head was cut off and sent as a gift to the Caliph of Baghdad. For a prince raised in the art of warfare, it had been an extraordinarily inept action and the chroniclers could only assume that he was ‘wearied by killing and exhausted in spirit’.
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