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      The gifts of the Grail are many. Above all stands Transformation, the ability to change yourself, to remake your life in a new form. The second is Restoration, which includes Healing—the ability to restore yourself from within. The third is Knowledge—the wisdom you carry within but cannot always access. There are many other gifts—including the ability to love, both yourself and others, and to be sensitive to the world around you—to perceive its holiness, not in a religious sense, but through a recognition of the unique aspects of life that are all-pervading, even though we all too often fail to see or understand them. These are but a few of the gifts of the Grail; others will manifest as you come closer to it,  not necessarily through meditation or study, but by opening to an awareness of its presence in the world, in yourself, the fact that it is everywhere around you, always accessible if you allow it to be so.

      The story of the Grail is one of the crowning glories of the Western imagination. No one can say precisely when or where it emerged, though it seems to have always been present, hidden in the deepest recesses of the human soul, and tucked away in the literature of the world. Certainly, it has continued to exact a powerful fascination over all who come in contact with it. Nor is this surprising, since it deals with so many themes which are as important today as they have always been—the search for absolutes, the quest for healing, and the unending quest for truth.

      The Grail has been described as many things: as a stone fallen from the crown of the Angel of Light during a war in Heaven; as a Cauldron of Celtic antiquity which was sought after by heroes; as the cup used by Christ to Celebrate the Last Supper and the first Eucharist, and even as a forgotten bloodline. But, more than the sum of its parts, the Grail is really an idea, a container which represents the presence of a numinous, mystical link between the sacred and the secular. It remains, to this day, a focus for search and a provider of wonder amid the sometimes colourless outer world in which we have chosen to live.

      Inasmuch as we can say anything about the beginnings of the long history of the Grail, we must look first to the stories that circulated among the Celtic peoples. There we find references to an ancient, magical vessel known as the Cauldron. A number of such objects are described, including the one mentioned in a poem attributed to the 6th century bard Taliesin. Held in oral tradition, it was not written down in its present form until the 9th century, but the story it tells predates that by several hundred years. Much is already in place however—the idea of a quest, undertaken by no lesser person than Arthur (at that point a warrior rather than a king) and his followers. They sail in a magical ship, through stormy waters, to Annwn—one of the names for the British underworld— the realm of ancestral heroes—in search of a magical vessel guarded by nine priestesses. There are seven towers, or 'caers', in this place, in each of which is a different challenge to be overcome. The outcome of the voyage is uncertain, for only seven of the original 'three shiploads' return, and we are not told if they brought the Cauldron with them.

      

      
        
        Since my song resounded in the turning Caer,

        I am pre-eminent. My first song

        Was of the Cauldron itself.

        Nine maidens kindled it with their breath⁠—

        Of what nature was it?

        Pearls were about its rim,

        Nor would it boil a coward's portion.

        Lleminawc raised his flashing sword before it;

        And before dark gates, a light was lifted.

        When we went with Arthur—a mighty labour⁠—

        Save seven, none returned from Caer Feddwyd.

      

        

      
        Pre-eminent am I

        Since my song resounded

        In the four-square city,

        The Island of the Strong Door.

        The light was dim and mixed with darkness,

        Though bright wine was set before us.

        Three shiploads of Prydwen went with Arthur⁠—

        Save seven, none returned from Caer Rigor....

        —Prieddeu Annwn, trans. by J.M.

      

      

      This is the oldest reference we have to a quest undertaken by Arthur and his men for a mysterious vessel. After this we hear nothing more of the story until the beginning of the 12th century, when the French court poet Chrétien de Troyes composed a poem that he called Perceval, or The Story of the Grail. It told the story of a search undertaken by a simple youth, brought up away from the ways of men, for a mysterious object known as the ‘Graal.’ But Chrétien left the poem unfinished, and in so doing he created a mystery which has stirred the imagination of  seekers ever since.

      Over the next hundred years the story was told and retold, each author adding their own touches, deepening and building upon hints offered by Chrétien's poem. The Grail itself went through so many transformations—a factor which became part of its nature— that it could not be codified or pinned down to a single image or idea. In the versions that followed, it was variously described as a cup, a dish, a stone or a jewel. It acquired a family of guardians, one of whom, the Wounded King, ruled over a devastated Wasteland. This theme, the wounding of the king and the quest for healing, became a central part of the story, and out of it arose the idea of the search for the place where the miraculous vessel was kept—initially by the knights of the Round Table, but in subsequent ages, our own included, by anyone who has the courage to seek out the miraculous vessel. At first only a select few could find their way to the elusive castle, and once there they must pose a question—whom does the Grail serve?—which, in some mysterious fashion, could bring healing to the Wounded King, to the land over which he ruled and, by inference, to the seeker also. In our own time the quest has become the objective of all people, and the healing of Wasteland and Wounded King can be seen as metaphors for the arid places of our hearts and the wounds we have suffered in our journey through life.

      In the finest retelling of the story, the Morte d’Arthur by Sir Thomas Malory (c1485) we read how, when King Arthur and his knights held court at Camelot to celebrate the feast of Pentecost, they beheld the Grail in all its wonder and mystery in their midst.

      
        
        “There entered into the hall the Holy Grail, covered with white samite, that there was none might see it, nor who bear it. And then was the hall filled with good odours, and every knight had such meat and drink as he loved best of this world.” —Le Morte d’Arthur, Book XIII. Ch. 9.

      

      

      The gift of the Grail is just this: it gives us the ability to see clearly. In addition it offers spiritual nourishment, the food of the soul.

      Astonished and moved by their experience, every one of the Round Table fellowship pledged to seek this wonder, and not to rest until they had found out more about it. Their quest was to change them, utterly. Many would never return, but became lost in the wild forests of ‘the Lands Adventurous’. Those who did succeed, faced countless trials and tests that proved stronger than their physical courage. Thus, when the pure and sinless knight Sir Galahad, one of the very few who could claim any degree of success in the great endeavour, reached the Grail Castle and entered into its mystery, he received a vision in which he heard himself and his followers addressed as those “who in the midst of this life have become spiritual creatures” (Morte d’Arthur). This is one of the secrets at the heart of the Grail—that to look upon it, even to seek it, is to discover a spiritual dimension which lies at the heart of our own lives.

      We too can be transformed into spiritual creatures, and the daily miracle of the Grail procession, in which the vessel is borne before us as it was before the knights in the story, demands that we dare to ask the Grail question ourselves.  That question—whom does the Grail serve?  brings us an answer which all who follow the path to the Grail must sooner or later know— that it serves each and every one of us, according to our needs, and according to the degree of service which we ourselves can offer. This is more than caring for others, but rather the maintaining of a kind of spiritual relationship with the rest of the universe. When we work with the spiritual aspects of our own nature, we discover new levels of service, and find therein a very real sense of exchange that is perhaps the most profound aspect of the message of the Grail.

      Inevitably, given the time when the story of the Grail began to circulate in the Middle Ages, and given the early connections of the sacred vessel with the Christian Eucharist, much of the material quoted in this book is of a Christian nature. But it is not hard to see past this, to an object that both transcends any specific religious account, and yet takes the reader much further back than the time of the ministry of Jesus. Those engaged in the great quest today, who may have issues with the theology of the Church of Rome, quite simply need to look past these details at the profoundly universal message of the Grail. For amongst its other gifts is one of transcendence—taking us far beyond mediaeval religiosity into a very different place. Nor is the matter of the Sacred Vessel only found in the West; as we shall see, we find references to eastern mysticism that connects the Grail mystery with both the Persian Mazadan tradition as well as the mysticism of the Sufis.

      The Grail can be many things. Indeed it can manifest in almost any number of ways. It may have more than one form, or no form at all—it may not even exist in this dimension. Yet it provides us with an object of personal search, a quest from which comes personal growth and the restoration of the spirit. It is for all who seek this High Mystery of the Grail (so called by more than one of its authors) that this short history is intended. It cannot tell the whole story, for that is still being written. But it does contain some bright glimpses into the magical world of the Arthurian Grail quest, described primarily from medieval sources—since they are the ones who gave us the story as we still know it today.

      Despite the fact that we have come a long way in time since the 12th century, there is still much that we may recognise in these works from our own spiritual quest. All the works quoted here have one thing in common—they reflect the numinous quality of the Grail, its mystic truth, and the extraordinary effect it has had on ordinary seekers throughout time. It was this effect that the unknown author of the mysterious 12th century text known simply as ‘The Elucidation’ wrote so eloquently:

      
        
        In very truth it was [because of] this finding of the ... Grail ... that the waters which ran not, and the fountains which flowed not ... ran forth amidst the meadows. Then were the fields green and bountiful, and the woods clad in leaves, the day that the Court [of the Grail] was found. Throughout the country were the forests so great and thick, so fair and fresh, that every wayfarer journeying through the land did marvel thereat.  —translated by Sebastian Evans.

      

      

      We can still, if we so desire, make our own journey to that land. And we too will only be able to marvel at the green and verdant place within ourselves, wherein lies an even greater mystery, waiting for us to discover it.  I have found, throughout my own life, that simply reading these texts can evoke an incredible resonance in the reader. I have chosen excerpts from the main texts which speak of the Grail, in the hope that you who read this book will be similarly inspired. Meditation on the themes and images surrounding the Grail can extend its visionary presence, causing it to flow through our daily lives. Simply reading them can bring real healing, even enlightenment, to our burdened selves. The vision of the Grail is one that may seem at times almost more than we can bear; yet its voice offers both comfort and illumination in the midst of greatest darkness.

      
        
        John Matthews.

        Oxford, 2025

      

      

       

       

       

       

       

      
        
        NOTE ON THE ORIGINAL TEXTS

      

      

      The extended quotations from the original mediaeval manuscripts and books that first laid out the stories of the Grail are quoted from translations by noted earlier scholars. Others are from medieval texts in a kind of antique English. In some instances, I have adapted these very slightly to make them more immediately understandable by modern readers. I have not however changed any of the meanings of the original texts. Sources for each of these will be found at the back of the book, and may be explored by those who wish to experience the original languages as far as possible.  J.M.
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