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Introduction and Synopsis

The mediaeval French stories of Perceval and the Grail were written between about 1190 and 1235. They comprise ‘The Story of the Grail’ by Chretien de Troyes, allegedly unfinished, the so-called Continuations to it, the Didot Perceval and the Perlesvaus, studied here as part of ‘The High History of the Holy Graal’, a translation of 1898 that includes other material as described by the author Sebastien Evans. All my sources were English translations. The so-called ‘unfinished’ story of the grail by Chretien de Troyes and the Canguin Castle episode in the first continuation are treated as one. Readers who are not interested in the analysis that led to my understanding need read no further than the end of this section.

These texts comprise a set of propositions, about the flawed states of the human psyche, the aristocracy and its institutions, the corrupted code of chivalry and what could be done about it, and a set of inconsistent and incoherent refutations written probably because the propositions were heretical and seditious.

In ‘The High History….’ a priest at the Castle of Inquest told Gawain what his adventures ‘signified’, and in de Troyes’ version King Hermit told Perceval the meaning of his. The authors are inviting their readers to come to their own understanding of these allegorical stories; the purpose of this e-book is to document mine. While this inevitably means that any interpretation is subjective, it does not preclude a systematic and consistent interpretation of the material, neither does it preclude the possibility of the conclusions being testable.

De Troyes envisaged the human psyche as a duality of which most are unaware. He contrasted the left hand, which he associated with vainglory and ‘false hypocrisy’ (sic), with the right hand, which he associated with God, charity and modesty and, subsequently, with ‘the secret things and hidden thoughts of heart and mind’. The immediate problem was the violence of knights and, since knights were aristocrats, his focus was on that part of society. The consequences of this violence were described by both de Troyes and the author of the Perlesvaus as ‘waste’, a notion apparently derived from land on which crops could not be grown. The solution, evident in ‘The High History….’ and hinted at in de Troyes’ unfinished or incomplete version, was to be found through a form of monastic spirituality that would enable knights to acquire knowledge of their own secret things and hidden thoughts, as revealed in this synopsis. Such self-knowledge would promote behavioural change and consequently temporal and spiritual ‘fertility’; this was the aim of the quest. However, ‘vainglory’ or pride prevented the kind of self-examination envisaged in these stories. In the de Troyes, ‘The High History….’, the Continuations and the Didot Gawain typified the proud knight.

De Troyes presented Gawain as a fully-fledged knight renowned and esteemed for all knightly virtues which were explicit. On the other hand, his adventures exposed his secret and hidden side and showed him to be brutalised and emotionally crippled. He was haughty and humiliated others, especially women whom he saw as sex objects. Women would always elude and outwit him with his reliance on the blunt instruments of honour, phallic power and masculinity. He couldn’t cope with their accusations, their wiles, or their subtlety, nor could he prevent them from influencing his behaviour. Gawain was not master of his own fate and he was unable to determine the outcomes of his actions. He couldn’t see the wider interests of family life and the community. He was unable to promote fertility or learn the mysteries of the grail because he was unable to love a woman. Pride prevented him from questioning his deficiencies. Gawain’s ‘secret things and hidden thoughts of heart and mind’ were exposed by his adventures not revealed to him through the quest. Gawain’s search for the lance was an obligation he assumed in order to postpone battle. Gawain represented knights whose violent and insensitive behaviour precipitated waste and who did not recognise the secret and hidden things within. In contrast, Perceval did and his developing relationship with those things led him to a new way of life.

At the beginning of the tale Perceval, in contrast to Gawain, was a boy and a fool, and, like Gawain, he was also an insensitive brute. His story showed there was a way for such a person to become a knight who could behave in the interests of society and to achieve salvation. As a knight, he rescued Blanchfleur from a violent suitor and became her consort thus enabling her to restore her wasted fief; their union being the prerequisite of her fertility. He overcame other knights of great prowess, gained more honour than any other knight and demonstrated the new chivalry in which knights assisted the vulnerable and no longer slaughtered the vanquished. He acquired a name and fulfilled prophesy. Even so he was not ready to learn the secrets of grail and lance because of the sin he had yet to recognise.

His sin lay in his insensitivity to his mother and in failing to heed her teaching that his honour depended on him giving assistance to maidens and ladies in distress if they asked for help. His spiritual exploration was prompted by the concern for his mother that emerged, apparently spontaneously, on being knighted by Gorneman de Gorhaut. However, he had forgotten the way home and to her. His search for her led him to the Fisher King’s Castle and his failure to ask the required question of the grail to which, subsequently, his uncle, King Hermit, gave him the answer. While violence had social consequences, at this point de Troyes addresses the social context in which violence was accepted. The one who was served from the grail was the father of the rich fisher and also a king. A single host, brought to him in the grail, comforted and sustained his life. And he, who was so spiritual that he needed no more in his life than the host that came in the grail, had lived for twelve years without ever leaving the chamber which the grail entered; this was the spiritual life of the hermit.

In contrasting the rich fisher with his father, de Troyes was criticising the rich fisher for his aristocratic lifestyle and his lack of spirituality. Further, de Troyes implied through Perceval that the rich fisher was, or could be, treacherous, dishonest and untruthful. In the Didot Perceval, King Fisherman was not only present at the Last Supper but witnessed the major events of Christ’s life. This suggests that ‘succession’ was seen as more significant than spirituality and that the character, known variously as the rich fisher and King Fisherman, signified the Pope. This is but one of de Troyes many criticisms of aristocratic institutions that, presumably, would have been unacceptable.

Subsequently, Perceval met three female characters. The first signified wisdom and secret knowledge, the second, the damage to the soul caused by brutality and the healing effect upon it of love, and the third revealed his duality and inner wretchedness. Subsequently, he had a spiritual experience, characterised by rapture and contemplation.

Perceval’s response to the third, the Ugly Damsel, was to commit himself to finding out who was served from the grail and to learning why the lance bled. In contrast, Gawain's response to her was to seek worldly esteem. During the next five years Perceval acquitted himself well as a knight but lost his faith in God and experienced a spiritual crisis. He thought the cause of his problems was his failure to ask about lance and grail, but, as we have seen, his deeper sin was his insensitivity to all things feminine.

The main characteristic of the Proud Knight of the Heath, apart from skill in combat, was sexual jealousy. He was analogous to the animal in rut – a brute. The Maiden of the Tent was a victim of abusive treatment at his hands. He was incensed when he heard that Perceval had kissed her ‘for the one always leads to the other’ and he made her suffer for it. When Perceval met her for the second time she and her horse were in dreadful condition. Her dress was torn, her breasts exposed and her flesh looked as if it had been slashed with a lancet. She couldn’t escape alive from him, she wanted death but he wouldn’t kill her. He illustrated the behaviour of knights towards women and the abuse they inflicted upon them. As a duality they can be seen as the brutal knight and his suffering soul, and when Perceval made him swear to love her, the maiden’s beauty and health were restored.

‘The High History of The Holy Graal’ continued and developed the story, particularly the spiritual theme. Other characters were introduced. Waste was personified and used as a metaphor for the spiritual state and challenges to it. Again violence by knights was set in its social context.

Ten years into his reign Arthur had lost his power as a knight and his court was in decline. At the behest of his wife Guinevere, he sought counsel at St Augustine’s chapel in the White Forest in Wales. This ‘search’ illustrated some of the main features of the quest and revealed the spiritual secret at the heart of it. Ironically, Arthur refused to engage in the quest and, although he regained his power, he remained naïve lacking the wisdom to distinguish between traitor and loyal knight. He and his court declined, his kingdom suffered and he ended where he had started.

The spiritual secret at the heart of this version of the story was revealed in the mass Arthur witnessed in St Augustine’s chapel. During the mass a Lady sat Her Son on Her lap and told Him that He was Her Father, Her Son and Her Lord, and guardian of Her and of all the world. The boy changed into a man wearing a crown of thorns and bleeding from His hands, His feet and His side and then changed back into the child.


		The world envisaged in the mass comprised three kinds of people, those of the Old Law (Jews), those of the New Law (Christians) and Sarrazins, presumably the occupiers of the Holy Land; this ‘world’ was Christendom.

		The image of the child becoming the crucified Christ is not only an image of transformation but, more significantly, one of destiny; the destiny of God as a mortal man enabled by His Mother through the incarnation. ‘The High History….’ describes the coming of a second Messiah in terms of the Good Knight who would deliver mankind from its state of sin and Christendom from the threats it faced. To become the Good Knight was Perceval’s destiny.

		In describing the child as Father, Son and Lord, the Lady was implying that She was His Mother, His (Maiden) Daughter and His Lady. Lord and Lady refer to the conjugal relationship presumably signifying the sacred marriage1y the resolution of the problem of human duality as described by de Troyes.



With few exceptions each knight met three female characters two of whom were described either as, or in terms of, Mother and Maiden. The third was uncategorised, however, her identity was revealed in the mass, and in the case of Lancelot, as the Lady. This female triad represented the Madonna (old Italian for My Lady) and comprised the three aspects of the feminine divine which would enable each knight to achieve his destiny if he chose to honour Her. Those, like Gawain, who failed to do so, suffered the vagaries of Fate and the ups and downs of the Wheel of Fortune. Arthur lost his powers of discernment while Lancelot's story illustrated the penalty for loving a mortal woman and, accordingly, lacking chastity.

The female characters were very much in the background, and their stories were fragmented. However, they revealed the feminine divine within. Like Mary, as Virgin, Mother of God (Theotokos) and Queen of Heaven, She was both human and divine. She offered knights a covenant and expected them to accept it. Her covenant included mutual love and reciprocal protection. Adhering to Her covenant made the difference between otherwise equal knights. She offered redemption and salvation to those who accepted Her. She was a jealous divinity who demanded complete devotion and chastity from Her followers. Her promise was one of ‘spiritual fertility’ in the transformation of knights from sinner to achievement of their destiny and purpose in life. She protected and guided knights with Her wisdom, secret knowledge, feminine wiles and by the fact that She wasn’t constrained by the chivalric code. Her transformative function was an inherent act of fertility analogous to birth.

A knight who failed to honour and abide by Her covenant was seen as deceptive, visiting humiliation and senseless cruelty upon Her, and behaving barbarically. Consequently, his soul was a spiritual wasteland and the relationship between them was rendered sterile. But such a knight always had the choice of redemption through penance and She would save such a sinner if he died in Her and Her Son’s service. Perceval, who followed Her, became the messianic Good Knight, the warrior who saved and led Christendom.

Her promise to save the souls of those who died in Her and Her Son’s service regardless of their previous sins was analogous to the promise made to those who went on crusade. ‘Service’ meant defending the ‘feminine’ within and without; including mortal women, the Church and Christendom at home and abroad. She also needed to be defended from the evil in man, waste and man’s animal instincts; alone, in the face of these threats, She was a victim. She offered guidance and secret knowledge in the struggle with sexual temptation and enabled Her knights to overcome otherwise insurmountable odds. She enabled a knight to resolve complex problems of human love and relationship whose solution lay beyond the code of chivalry. Her advice, when followed, saved the lives of knights, and She even deployed magic in their defence.

Her’s was the spiritual call to self-exploration through which one’s destiny would be achieved; for a knight that meant overcoming pride, accepting Her guidance and advice and surrendering his will to her. She also signified unbridled truth and judgement albeit revealed only gradually. The question was evidently an essential element of self-exploration and the failure to ask it was seen as folly leading to waste and was associated with pride. A knight’s misplaced love for, and insensitive treatment of, mortal women meant that he was cut off from Her and what She offered.

The goddess, or the feminine divine, was based on the Madonna as the female trinity of Maiden/Daughter, Mother and Lady. She signified the personal experience of the divine and was complementary to the conventional Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Ghost. She reflected what de Troyes called the secret things and hidden thoughts of heart and mind, and what the author of ‘The High History….’may have referred to as the Shadow(s). She was the Mediatrix between knight and the hidden part of his psyche.

However, in keeping with the theme of duality and, arguably, with the mortal dimension of the Madonna, She had another side. A knight who did not accept Her covenant was in conflict with himself and, like Gawain, was subject to the up and downs of the wheel of Fortune and the vagaries of Fate. He was unable to anticipate or control the outcomes of his actions and was deflected from his purpose by the unintended consequences of them. She was the nemesis of such a knight and, in the case of Gawain, outwitted him and manipulated him into reversing the inward and outward sides of his character revealing that, no matter how brave he was in battle, in failing to accept Her covenant, he was a spiritual coward. This seems to indicate, intentionally or otherwise, that the feminine divine was Herself in a duality, with Fortune or Fate being Her other side. These views of the Virgin Mary were probably blasphemous and, accordingly, further reason for the refutations.

In ‘The High History….’ Gawain was still on quest. His adventures were re-written although the two sides of his character were as revealed by de Troyes; on the one hand a chivalrous knight and on the other insensitive and brutalised. In this version, Gawain was accused of cowardice for his denial of the feminine divine within. His rejection of Her was seen as the great sin of matricide which was reflected in the patricidal aspirations of The Proud Maiden towards Gawain among others. Further, Gawain's mother aspect of the female triad was the wife of Marin the Jealous who probably signified Gawain's hidden side and revealed, among other things, the insane jealousy that Gawain apparently shared with de Troyes character the Proud Knight of the Heath. Gawain was a knave and, again, he served as Perceval’s foil. The new character of Lancelot was introduced. He was a Christianised fertility figure and, as such, the dependable defender of kingdom and land, and the natural and ideal consort of the goddess, whose enemy was waste. However, he failed to keep her covenant because of his one major flaw, his love for a mortal woman, Guinevere, Arthur’s wife. There was no evidence of any liaison between Lancelot and Guinevere or even any evidence that she was aware of his feelings, hence his love was sterile. Consistent with this sterility, Lancelot’s inner divine did not feature a mother aspect, replacing it was a triad of sterile women who only appeared fleetingly in the story. His unwillingness to confess even this sterile love as a sin prevented him from even seeing the grail. Internally, his was a spiritual wasteland and reflected the eternal triangle he had created between the 'reft' maiden, the knight she loved and the maid he had jilted whom Lancelot forced into an apparently childless marriage and humiliating relationship. Both Lancelot and Gawain were described as wanton; if not for that they would have been the two best knights in the world.

Perceval was initially portrayed as a flawed, Adam-like figure to whom the sins of the world were attributed because of his failure at the grail and because he behaved like other knights. His family history was re-written and Camelot was introduced as the family home. He underwent a series of transitions, developed his relationship with the feminine divine, served Her, God and the church and achieved outcomes beyond expectation. He became the messianic Good Knight and the subject of prophesy. He went to heaven, was resurrected and subsequently rescued souls from hell. He repeatedly struggled to maintain celibacy, to protect damsels without a consort and hence vulnerable, and to defeat the enemies of Christendom, i.e. waste and man’s animal instincts. However, he was a warrior, and became an instrument of violence without personal volition and subject to manipulative control by mortal agency. Perceval's development did not feature the grail quest. Instead, by recovering the grail castle from evil, he became guardian of the grail, of the feminine divine, the Church and Christendom. He won the Golden Circlet, the Crown of Thorns, which became part of the grail regalia.

The grail was but one part of a duality comprising the bleeding lance and the grail. The former signified the masculine, the knight and possibly the sacrifices he was expected to make in defence of the land, while the grail represented the feminine including the divine within.

The rich Fisher King was maimed in the thighs, could no longer ride and could not function as a knight. Consequently, his land was in dispute, ladies would lose their husbands, lands would be laid waste, girls would be left in distress and orphaned, and many knights would die. All this was characterised as waste and it arose because the king was unable to defend his kingdom. De Troyes also described Perceval's father as having received a wound to his thighs that maimed him. He had lost his two elder sons to more powerful adversaries just after both had been knighted and died of grief. Also disabled was the rich one-legged man at Canguin Castle which had no lord and where they were waiting for a knight to restore the ladies to their positions, give husbands to the girls and make the squires knights. Both the inability to mount and ride a horse and the euphemistic wounding in the thigh are images of impotence in the age of chivalry. Further, in the Canguin Castle episode, when Clarissant begged her grandfather King Arthur to show her that he loved her by ending the battle between her brother and her beloved, he said he couldn’t because of the customs of chivalry which he had observed all his life. In his prologue de Troyes had explained how the code of chivalry had been corrupted; ‘honour’, which meant defending the vulnerable, had been replaced by ‘vainglory’ which meant killing as many knights as possible, regardless of the consequences, to demonstrate one’s prowess as a warrior. Thus, Arthur revealed his impotence to prevent sterile, ‘honour’-based conflict and explicitly attributed this to the corrupted code of chivalry. The head of the church, of the family and of the kingdom were all impotent to defend those for whom they were responsible against the violence inherent in the code by which they all lived. The impotent male partly explains the plight of women in this violent society.

The importance of the question was illustrated by the failure to ask it. The consequences of Perceval’s failure were that the Fisher King would not now be healed of his wound or hold his land in peace, ladies will lose their husbands, lands will be laid waste, girls will be left in distress and orphaned, and many knights will die; this can all be characterised as waste. Perceval’s failure to ask the question of the grail showed that he was not yet ready to learn the mysteries associated with it. His contribution to the dire state of the world were that 'all the lands commoved to war', knights engaged in combat on sight and the vanquished were slain, King Fisherman's languishment, and, in consequence, his inability to come to the aid of his sister, his death, because he was unable to defend himself against his brother the King of Castle Mortal, Christians worshipping other Gods, the loss of his sister's inheritance, and the sore harm and sorrow Perceval’s mother had suffered, were all the consequences of Perceval’s failure to ask the question. Another implied criticism of King Fisherman was that if he had realised that the foolish knight who failed at the graal was his nephew he would now be whole of his limbs and his body; but he too failed to ask the appropriate question. The failure of the Proud Maiden of Castle Orguelleux (the Proud Castle) to ask the question was attributed to pride. Apparently, King Fisherman, signifying the pope, shared the same problem.

The question and the quest were the same thing, they were part of the spiritual process. In response to the question, the divine within would enable the questioner to acquire knowledge of the secret things and hidden thoughts of his heart and mind; such self-knowledge would empower, and promote change. However, what was termed ‘vainglory’ and ‘pride’ were obstacles that prevented knights and even King Fisherman from engaging in this spiritual process.

The events following Gawain's first visit to the grail immediately after the Canguin Castle episode to the end of the first continuation appear to have been written not so much by a different hand as by a different mind. However, the critique of the monarchy continued, addressing the flawed consequences of the royal prerogative of marriage, Gawain was the same flawed character but the events described lose spiritual significance and magic enters the story.

Arthur’s search for Gawain's son, of whom Gawain said he knew ‘nothing about searching for children’ led to Gawain accompanying Guinevere to meet Arthur at a crossroads. From that followed the events that precipitated Gawain's second visit to the grail castle but there were many differences between this and previous encounters with the grail. One of the most significant was the dead knight on a bier in the hall of the grail castle. This was the brother of the King of Logres and his death was causing Logres to perish, the land to be ravaged and ruined and the people to flee. The blow and the broken sword that killed him had brought the ruin of many dukes and princes and barons, many ladies and girls and noble maidens. The kingdom of Logres and the whole of the country were ruined by the blow that this sword dealt.

Because Gawain had asked about the bleeding lance God had restored the rivers to their courses, the woods had turned green and the meadows were restored. If he had asked about the grail he would have peopled the kingdom as well but his failure to do so betrayed the people. The lance was consistent with Gawain’s reliance on his male side and was self-evidently a phallic symbol, by extension the grail signified the feminine qualities which Gawain didn’t have, couldn’t relate to and which were associated with the health and well-being of the community, as also demonstrated by the Canguin Castle episode.

The second continuation to 'The Story of the Grail' features Perceval and Gawain both seeking lance and grail. However, the grail king wasn't maimed and in the retelling of Gawain's second visit to the grail all references to the restoration of the land and of his failure to heal the people were omitted. There were no indications of self-exploration or of the feminine divine. It was the church, whom God loves as a wife, that was feminine. The love of women and their beauty was a distraction from the spiritual path. The author sought to discredit earlier versions of the story by saying that ‘there are now many worthy fellows going round these courts as story-tellers, who are twisting the good tales, distancing them from their sources and adding so many lies that the stories are ruined and the good books dishonoured'.

The series of adventures associated with the Chessboard castle is the heart of this continuation. Its purpose was to illustrate how hard it is to keep focussed on a spiritual goal, to avoid the temptations of the world, the pursuit of pride, honour and vainglory, and to show how fate buffets those who go astray. The grail king expressed this when he said to Perceval that 'God did not wish to make man in anyone’s likeness but His own and now they repay Him by straying from His commandments and devoting themselves to sin', and again 'He is a fool indeed who forgets God for the sake of earthly gain, for then he loses the praise and riches that God promises to His faithful.'

This same series of adventures appears in the Didot Perceval but the relationships between the characters were not explained in anything like the same detail. However, in the Didot Perceval they were used for a completely different purpose.

The comparison between the new found fertility around Beaurepaire with that of the lands of Citeaux and Clairvaux, the first Cistercian abbeys, suggests a Cistercian hand in the stories.

In the Didot Perceval the main character is Perceval the Welshman and his story is the familiar transformation from ignorant youth, through knighthood to become the best knight in the world and lord of the grail. However, like the second continuation, the Didot omits any implied or explicit criticism of chivalry. Arthur and his court had no problems, he did not go on quest. There were no problems in Perceval’s family, his father Alain li Gros intended Perceval to go to Arthur’s court and become a knight, he was not wounded between the legs, had not lost sons or land; the family lived in a castle, not a manor. Perceval’s mother was anxious about him leaving home not because she feared other knights would harm him but because she feared that the wild beasts of the forest would eat him. She was not embittered, bereft, or reduced in her circumstances. But Perceval did show the same insensitivity to her as in the de Troyes, i.e. leaving home without telling her. She mourned his departure so greatly she died of worry and this was still seen as a sin. There were major differences in the portrayal of the Fisher King. His problems were those of old age, he was not maimed in thighs or genitals. He was apparently connected to the holy family through marriage, was present at the major events in Christ’s life including the Last Supper, apparently emphasising ‘the significance of ‘succession’, collected Christ’s blood in the grail at His crucifixion and had guarded it and the bleeding lance ever since.

A major theme of both ‘The Story of the Grail' and 'The High History of the Holy Grail’ was how a knight could achieve salvation and destiny through deeds of knighthood, self-knowledge, changes in attitude and behaviour and right relationship with women. In contrast, the Didot Perceval saw women as an obstacle to this process and reflected the misogynist message that they were the source of man’s sin and prevented him from achieving salvation and his destiny. The main function of the female characters seemed to be to show that their love was imprisoning and that man’s emotions and instincts were an obstacle to achieving his destiny. In spite of this misogynistic perspective, the author was evidently familiar with the female triad, although the form of the symbol was confused in an apparent attempt to hide it, and its third aspect was credited with additional powers to shape-shift, to speak from a cloud and to foil the intended outcomes of a knight’s actions. She was a fairy who commanded the loyalty of knights through her beauty and their instincts, and she was a rival to the Christian God.

In the Third or Manessier's Continuation the mysteries of grail and lance lay in their histories, their connection with the crucifixion and how they came to this country. The explanation of the broken sword was that it was used to treacherously kill the brother of the Fisher King. Perceval became his avenger and that made him deserving of the grail mysteries and of succession to the Fisher King. The Fisher King was descended from Joseph, presumably Mary’s husband, and again this may have been to emphasise the importance of succession. The Black Hand in the chapel, the black horse and even Blanchfleur were manifestations of the devil that could be overcome by ritual. There was preaching and overt condemnation of the killing of knights to gain honour. The religious themes were conventional and non-mystical.

The fourth or Gerbert de Montreuil’s continuation presents a number of incidents from both de Troyes’ version and ‘The High History….’. However, it stripped them of imagery and symbolic significance, ascribed trivial meaning to them, put them into the context of conventional sacramental Christianity, or attributed them to magic or any combination of these. The net effect was to remove all sense of mysticism and the implied criticism of institutions from the story. In common with the earlier versions is the criticism of the violent and unruly behaviour of knights and the flaw in chivalry represented by the notched sword and made explicit by the author; but knights’ violent behaviour was not characterised as waste.

Perceval's task was the same - to learn the mysteries of grail, lance and broken sword. But in this version he faced obstacles, repairing the notch in the broken sword and his sinful insensitivity to his mother and his pursuit of vainglory. Spiritual guidance was provided by a variety of male figures including the Fisher King. The way to heaven was through the sacraments, a penitential life and abandonment of all vices. The question was no longer a prerequisite of mysterious knowledge. Perceval's family history and the history of the grail were rewritten. The eternal triangle associated with Lancelot in 'The High History...' was Perceval's and The Knight of the Dragon was not associated with Perceval's struggle to maintain his chastity. The fertility figure Escolasse wantonly offered herself to Perceval thus compromising herself as a divine. Gawain was again a foil for Perceval, his purpose being to illustrate the folly of knights who did not follow Perceval’s example. He was one of the best knights but found himself in conflict with Perceval which would be consistent with them being opposites. He couldn’t avoid imprisonment as Perceval did and it was Perceval who released him, he showed himself to be wanton, not chaste like Perceval. He raped a lady who then decided she loved him and it was called sport; he promised to marry her but left her. He was subject to the caprice of chance and fate. Through killing other knights Gawain was entangled in the complexities of vendetta which led him to kill and wound again. He continued his quest to lift the siege on Montesclaire in spite of being told that it was over. The Fisher King was maimed but the nature of the wound was not addressed and, accordingly, there was no imagery of impotence, neither was his kingdom in a state of waste.

These continuations can be seen as refutations of the propositions put forward by de Troyes and in ‘The High History….’ However, this begs the question of why go to the bother of refuting an unfinished story. It may suggest that de Troyes did indeed finish a story that was so incendiary as to invite its own destruction and that what is left is but part of the original.

The most controversial elements of these stories are the presentation of the Virgin Mary as the feminine divine represented by a female triad and the social critique of church and monarchy that could be interpreted as blasphemous and seditious. That would explain the continuations as refutations and suggest that they were ordered to be written for that purpose. The question arises as to the source of this blasphemy. If it could be attributed to the Cistercians and traced back to the great proponent of the Madonna, Bernard of Clairvaux, both a saint and a Doctor of the Church, this would be a major embarrassment to the Roman Catholic church even today.

There is circumstantial evidence of an association between the stories and the Templars. After Perceval’s symbolic death, in ‘The High History….’, a ship manned only by a ‘navigator’ conveyed him to an unnamed island on which he encountered two Masters, one of them clapped his hands thrice then 33 men, dressed in white with a red cross, entered as in a company. The Knights Templar had a hierarchy, were led by a Master and in 1147 they were granted the right to wear a red cross on their white mantles. A key tactic of the Templars was that of the "squadron charge" in contrast to the tournaments described in these stories as ‘melees’ in which knights fought singly in a crowd. The gifts of treasure to the Poor Knight's sisters are consistent with the Templar rule of poverty. The gifts of horses to the Poor Knight, among others, may be of significance since without horses Templar knights were ineffective on the field of battle. All of the grail knights worshipped daily and attended mass, if available, every morning; chastity, and the penalties for being wanton, were constant themes of ‘The High History...’ and they tried to spend every night indoors; the Templar rule emphasised regular worship, chastity and the requirement to overnight indoors. To pass the Castle of Beards knights had to surrender their beards which were hung on the door; in addition to the rules of conduct and discipline, a Templar knight’s beard should never be cut. It may also be significant that up to 1129 the Templar knights followed the rule of St Augustine, whose influence in ‘The High History….’ has already been mentioned. Of more significance is the similarity between Perceval as ‘a warrior, an instrument of violence without personal volition and subject to manipulative control by mortal agency’ and the role of the templar Knights under papal authority.

B C Collier MBE, December 2022
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Part I: The Story of the Grail
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Overview

The spiritual path is the whole point of these stories. Those following it explore what de Troyes called the 'secret things....and hidden thoughts of every kind that lie within the heart and mind' and that are seen by God. The clues can be found in the prologue which opens with a variation on the parable of the sower. Chrétien is the sower, his story the seed and his audience the ground made fertile by God and charity which are synonymous. Only through charity (also equated to the right hand) are the secret things and hidden thoughts in heart and mind known. Neither these things nor the right hand are known to the left which is associated with vainglory. The implication is that the left hand represents what we would call ego-consciousness, with vainglory a function of it, which is unaware of the secret things and hidden thoughts associated with the right hand. This sense of duality was echoed in the Ugly Damsel's greeting to Perceval when she said: '...Fortune has fair locks in front but is bald behind.' and in the character of the Haughty Maiden of Nogres whom we are told appeared to be a sweet, innocent girl, whiter than snow, but was actually the most evil woman in the world.

This perceived duality in human nature manifested itself in two ways. The authors explicitly described the good qualities of their characters just as in the prologue Chrétien described the good character of Philip, Count of Flanders; all that is required of the reader is to collate these descriptions. The secret things and hidden thoughts are themselves hidden within the narrative in the form of allegory or symbol. Comparison of the revealed characters of each knight makes it clear why knights failed at the grail, what was required to succeed, and why violence was endemic in mediaeval society. Having said that, Philip was described as having no imperfections.

The actual revelation of these secret things and hidden thoughts was more exposure than 'quest'. Chrétien was a cleric2. Clerics refer to the 'quest' or process of self-exploration by various terms including spiritual discernment, contemplation and meditation, which have apparently been practised in various religious traditions and by monastics for centuries. According to an article on spiritual discernment and the teaching of St Augustine (354-430 AD, ‘the goal (of discernment) is simply self-knowledge.... Augustine establishes an intimate connection between self-knowledge and knowledge of God'3. For those interested, further material on mysticism, Bernard of Clairvaux (Cistercian) and Hugh of St Victor (Augustinian) is available from various sources4. A modern account of spiritual discernment is available from Rex Ambler5.

Just as Chrétien was evidently hoping to plant the seed of self-discovery in the minds of his audience so he was inviting knights who listened to these tales to embark on their own quests to discern the meaning of these stories for themselves. I invite you to join me on my quest to understand them as their authors intended them to be understood. Knights were warriors not intellectuals, so the symbolism can't be that difficult to understand.
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Chapter 1: The Problem - Waste and Impotence

We start our quest with the first version of the story and the problem the author(s) saw in contemporary society. That problem was twofold - first, the prevalence of violence among the aristocracy and its consequences, characterised as ‘waste’, second - ‘impotence' which signified the inability of those involved to stop the violence and change things for the better. Let’s look at what the stories tell us about waste and impotence in more detail.

Physical Waste

Waste included the state of Perceval’s family, reduced, through war and knightly combat, from wealth to a state of relative poverty. Subsequently the parents were decimated by the loss of Perceval’s two brothers who were killed almost immediately after being knighted; their father, himself a knight, died of grief. Waste also referred to the bitterness that Perceval’s mother felt at what had happened to her and her family. She was called the ‘Lady of the Waste Forest’. Conversely, the story opens with a bucolic vision of trees, meadows and birds - ‘all things were ardent with joy’. Perceval was at home in the waste forest - a child of nature - which suggests that waste did not refer so much to the forest as to what had happened to his family.

Blanchfleur’s fief was in a state of waste because of the violence of unwanted suitors. Outside her castle of Beaurepaire ‘there was nothing but sea and river and wasteland’, inside the walls of the town ‘the streets (were) waste and the houses in ruins’. The two churches ‘were decayed and crumbling’, the nuns and monks ‘confused and bewildered’. ‘The castle......was waste: there was no bread, no pastry, no wine, no cider, no ale’.

Social Waste

One of the underlying causes of the violence was that the code of chivalry had become corrupted. A knight's honour had become dependent on the number of knights he could kill in combat and upon being the best of all knights. Honour had become vainglory. Further, those who lived by this corrupted code were powerless to do anything about the consequences of it. This was made explicit by Arthur when he told Clarissant that he could not intervene in the combat between her brother and her lover, either for her sake or in the wider interests of the community, because he had lived by the code of chivalry all of his life.

The story of Carados, from the first continuation, is a critique of the prerogative of the royal manipulation of marriage and, by implication, of the monarchy. This was the convention that the king, in this case Arthur, could legitimately marry off his female relatives for his own purposes regardless of their feelings. The consequences included widespread infidelity and children born to fathers who were not their mother’s husband. Family life was distorted with natural parents and sons visiting cruelty, humiliation and vengeance upon each other; ‘...the royal manipulation of marriage and inheritance was most common (in England) in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries'7. So this is a specific aspect of waste.

This story is also a comment on the differences between the outward illusion of life and what goes on behind it when emotions are ignored. It’s the modern Jungian idea of ‘persona’8 and ‘shadow’9 writ large on aristocratic mediaeval society. The details are given in the next chapter. However, this story has little to do with the quest and readers can ignore it if they wish.

The story of Guerrehet and the Little Knight has the quality of a nightmare in which the dreamer is lured to face their worst fears and, in contrast to some of the knightly characters who yielded to Gawain and Perceval with apparent good grace, shows the difficulty that knights had in accepting the shame of defeat.

Spiritual Waste

One of the first knights we come across in this tale was called the Proud Knight of the Heath. Heath is acidic, therefore infertile, or waste, land. Hence the name or title of this knight associates waste with pride, or vainglory as Chrétien called it in the prologue. A fundamental role of knights was to defend the land but what knight would want to defend infertile land? He was not only a figure of ridicule by the standards of the time but exemplified the insensitive and brutal treatment of women by knights; his victim was the Maiden of the Tent. The Ugly Damsel, who prompted the quests, linked pride, through the Proud Castle, to knights, their ladies, jousting, battles and chivalry and she rather artfully told Arthur that she didn’t know if he had heard of the Proud Castle, presumably meaning she didn’t know if Arthur was aware of his own pride. Accordingly, waste also included pride, vainglory and insensitivity to the feminine which extends the concept of waste to the spiritual sphere.

Impotence

Perceval's father had received a wound to his thighs that maimed him; in case a maimed knight isn't sufficient to conjure an image of impotence, thigh is a euphemism for the genitalia6. Perceval’s father had also been impotent against the violence that brought about the loss of wealth and land and the deaths of his two sons. As we have seen, Arthur was impotent in the face of violence even when the wider interests of the community required his intervention to stop it. The rich Fisher King, was also maimed in the thighs, crippled and thus impotent. Consequently, his land was in dispute, ladies would lose their husbands, lands would be laid waste, girls would be left in distress and orphaned, and many knights would die. All this was characterised as waste and it arose because the impotent king was unable to defend his kingdom, as Perceval's father had been unable to defend his family, and because Perceval failed to heal him by asking the question at the grail. Also disabled and impotent was the rich one-legged man at Canguin Castle which had no lord and where they were waiting for a knight to restore the ladies to their positions, give husbands to the girls and make the squires knights. Those who held positions of responsibility in society, secular or spiritual, were impotent in the face of the problem of violence because they lived by the corrupted code of chivalry. The impotent male partly explains the plight of women in this violent society.

