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For all who still go on quest
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All those who travel the road can still see the story there, sealed all in parchment.

THE THIRD CONTINUATION OF THE GRAIL



THE LOST BOOK OF THE GRAIL
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“Any book written by these authors is worth noting, but this is a real tour de force. The Lost Book of the Grail takes us right into the heart of the Grail tradition. It addresses a key, very cryptic text ironically called The Elucidation, and step-by-step we are invited into its secret heart. We are shown the central act of wounding, which devastates the union between human beings, the sacred land, and the Sidhe, who are guardians of the secret life of the land. We are shown the branches of story that lead us into the restoration of the flowing life and love that are the hallmarks of the presence of the Grail. There is so much in this book; it's sure to become a classic work for all who seek to heal the wasteland and seek the Grail. Thoroughly recommended.”

IAN REES, PSYCHOTHERAPIST AND PROGRAM DIRECTOR OF THE ANNWN FOUNDATION

“This book is a wonderful new exploration of a little-known work in the rich cycle of Grail legends that elucidates with a new translation and commentary. A product of scholarly work that shows great erudition, it is also a pleasure to read and easily accessible to the general public. Caitlín and John Matthews are unparalleled experts on the Grail and Arthurian legend. Their work shows a whole range of insight that comes from a lifetime of study.”

KREŠIMIR VUKOVIĆ, PH.D., POSTDOCTORAL FELLOW AT THE CATHOLIC UNIVERSITY OF CROATIA

“I share the Matthews' view that The Elucidation draws in large part on authentic Celtic lore, as does the Grail legend. As Welsh scholar Sir John Rees suggested well over a century ago, the poem ‘has a very ancient ring.' The Lost Book of the Grail not only illuminates but, I believe, rightly emphasizes the contemporary witness of the countryside being tragically subjected to relentless, irreparable destruction.”

NIKOLAI TOLSTOY, AUTHOR OF THE QUEST FOR MERLIN AND THE MYSTERIES OF STONEHENGE

“You do not just read this book, you experience it as a seeker. Read it slowly and savor each page as it is a map into the mystery of mysteries. A literary tour de force by the authors.”

DOLORES ASHCROFT-NOWICKI, AUTHOR OF THE SHINING PATHS
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INTRODUCTION

REVEALING AN UNKNOWN GRAIL STORY

[These are the] words our Hermes uttered when he hid his books away. “O holy books, who have been made by my immortal hands, by incorruption's magic spells, free from decay and incorrupt from time! Become unseeable, for every one whose foot shall tread the plains of this our land, until old Heaven doth bring forth meet instruments for you, whom the Creator shall call souls.” Thus, spake he and, laying spells on them by means of his own works, he shuts them safe away in their own zones. And long enough the time has been since they were hid away.

KORE KOSMOU


THE RETURN OF THE WELLS

Embedded within the Western mythic tradition is a long testimony of hidden texts that become revealed in due course. From the account of Hermes burying his teachings in the ground in the Hermetic Kore Kosmou text, right up to the Rosicrucian texts that seemed to spontaneously emerge and spread all over Europe in the seventeenth century, many wonderful teachings have come to light. Most recent is the discovery of the greatest cache of Gnostic texts ever found, revealed at Nag Hammadi in Egypt in 1945.

While we may marvel at the revelations contained within these texts, we wonder even more at the careful timing of their rerelease into the world, in an era when their teachings can be safely received and be heard once more. Any earlier discovery and these texts would have been regarded as heretical documents, fit only to be burned. As it was, the Nag Hammadi texts barely survived going on the fire of the Egyptian finder's mother, who was intent on cooking his supper with these very precious fragments used as kindling! Now these Gnostic texts form part of a recognized and major branch of scholarship.1

Like the hidden writings of Hermes that are buried for some future era to discover, some bodies of knowledge remain hidden until the right time arrives. That time has now arrived for The Elucidation. Back in the mid-nineteenth century, with rather less of a flourish of trumpets, the 484 lines that comprise the thirteenth-century French text called The Elucidation were first discovered, bound into the beginning of a manuscript known as the Mons, Bibliotèque communale, no 4568. Within this thirteenth-century French verse text, long seen as a prequel to Chrétien's Perceval, ou le Conte du Graal, are contained the most astonishing revelations, which are never quite elucidated.2

The title, The Elucidation, itself arises from a later 1530 Frenchprinted edition in which the seven pages of a free-prose rendition of the original poem are titled l'Elucidation de L'Ystoire du Graal, or “The Elucidation of the Grail Story.” Never was a name so ironically applied, many have thought, since the text purports to introduce us to Chrétien's Perceval, which is currently regarded as the first account of the Grail story. However, The Elucidation actually presents us with a myth that is entirely different from the one told by Chrétien. You might want to reserve your judgment about this very different myth until the book you are holding is done, as the text itself advises in its opening lines, for it is a multilayered exposition of a myth so essential that it is necessary to gather all the supporting material together first in order to see the vast canvas with which it presents us. Within the very small compass of its 484 lines, the totality of the Grail legend is mythically present.

The core myth around which The Elucidation dances gives us a completely different causation for the Wasteland from the one we are used to reading in the other Grail texts. Rather than the Dolorous Blow that is struck upon the Grail King, it details how the sacred hospitality of the earth was violated and what results from that violation; it hints at the restoration and healing of the earth but, most disquietingly, it also reveals what happens when that sacred hospitality is not taken to heart. The other astonishing thing that this small text does is to turn back through time, making it a prequel of a mythic order.

In our own era, we are very familiar with the idea of a prequel: Tolkien's three-volume Lord of the Rings books are prequelled by The Hobbit, while both are prequelled further in his Silmarillion, which details the mythology of Middle Earth from creation onward, in mythic fashion. The successive books of Tolkien's world nest within larger and larger boxes, starting initially with the story of an insignificant hobbit and his adventures after finding a ring; this action accidentally breaks through into a much larger world of men, elves, orcs, and dwarfs, which then ripples backward, into an ever-widening hinterland of epic story and deep myth.

Similarly, while the classic Star Trek TV series (1966–1969) has been followed by many other series that advance Star Fleet's intergalactic adventures into future centuries, it has also been accorded a prequel series of Enterprise (2001–2005), preceding the early adventures of the original series. Thus, the reader can run backward and forward in both memory and acquaintance with the themes and characters, while still being entertained with new scenarios and episodes from its mythic logbook.

That the Grail myth itself has been subject to a similar set of prequels and expansions may seem surprising to the reader. The general assumption among those unacquainted with the Grail legends is that there is one main Grail story, but this is not the case. Chrétien de Troyes's Perceval, ou le Conte du Graal (ca. 1180) was certainly the first surviving story to appear but, had he been a scriptwriter, his name on subsequent branches of the Grail legends would certainly have required a credit reading, “from an original idea by Chrétien,” since it was closely followed by a variety of other stories that continued the adventure far beyond the original.

These stories, known as the Continuations, came about because Chrétien's Perceval was left unfinished, so that a series of writers—no doubt in response to many hearers' dismay at a truncated story—continued the story, expanding and changing it, with subsequent writers evolving the Grail quest into ever new adventures. This process, now so familiar to us from television and fiction, was going on within the Grail legends between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries, almost unchecked. This is why there is not just one Grail story. In any case, the foreshadowing of the Grail legends begins much earlier, of course, as we will see.

A prequel has the power to range through time and space, presuming on our acquaintance with the original story as a foundational basis for understanding, while introducing new matter that interacts with characters and themes already actively in motion. This is certainly the case with The Elucidation, which is why we need to grasp this foundational basis from the outset, for this short poetic story has many windows through time where older and later themes are revisited or freshly introduced.

Medieval storytelling doesn't usually play much with time-lapse. Narratives usually unfold from beginning to end, in order. That we find such a thing in the Grail legends is due to the way it deals with the primal questions evoked by this key myth: Why are things like this? What caused this? Whom does the Grail serve? What will cure these ills? The cause of unheeded or violent actions upon the world cannot be healed, we are told, “as long as the world lasts.”3 The solution, then, is to step outside time in order that the restoration can be made: which is precisely what a myth does, empowering us to be active in situations that have become stalemated in time.

This is how the quest for the Grail comes into being. Within the Grail legends it is the knights of Arthur who are the active agents of the solution, sometimes blundering about and making things worse, sometimes fortuitously falling through and beyond time and space into liminal, otherworldly places. In an unknown castle, in another world, Perceval views the procession of holy and mysterious things and sees portrayed, in one extraordinary scene, the very heart of a lamentation for the world's sorrow. The begged question is: Why on earth is this happening? But because his mother has instructed Perceval that curiosity is ill-bred, he neglects to ask why, and so the sorrow and pain, which is central to the Grail mystery, is not halted at that very moment.

In the words of Dai Great-Coat, the soldierly protagonist of In Parenthesis, the great mythic poem of World War I, written by the Anglo-Welsh poet David Jones: “You ought to ask . . . what's the meaning of this? / Because you don't ask . . . there's neither steading—nor a roof-tree.4 In the Grail quest, not asking gets you nowhere and merely repeats the cycle of suffering. From the beginning we need to ask questions; it is the only way of navigating the landscape of the Grail.




WHAT IS THE GRAIL?

We all think that we know and understand the Grail. Many people, when asked about it, will assert that it is “the Holy Grail,” with their minds full of the Cup of the Last Supper. Others will immediately go into a riff of the film Monty Python and the Holy Grail, telling us that they “have one already” and that “it is vairy nayce,” in a phony French accent! Very few will associate it with the two cruets of water and blood brought by Joseph of Arimathea to Britain, which is the foundation myth of the Glastonbury Grail legend. But even fewer will know of the cup of hospitality that is brought forth by faery maidens to travelers—no, we have really not invented this—as you will read in The Elucidation!

The word graal appears in Chrétien de Troyes's Perceval, ou le Conte du Graal, 
where it appears as a serving platter, the kind of wide dish in which pages 
presented food at table, as the custom was, bringing it first to the lord at the 
high table and from thence served to everyone else in order. The Bleeding Lance 
that accompanies it has clear connections with the Passion of Christ. In Perceval, we are told that the rich Fisher King is the son of an older king who is served from the Grail: “Do not think that he is given pike, lamprey, or salmon; he is served with a single host, which is brought to him in that grail. Such a holy thing is the grail that it sustains and comforts his life.”5 It also keeps him alive for twelve years. Note too that Chrétien, who did not invent the word, does not call the Grail “the Holy Grail,” but “a holy thing,” or a hallow—a sacred object.

The early thirteenth-century Grail writer, Robert de Boron was the first to explicitly associate the platter of the graal with the chalice of the Last Supper. It is not until the First and Third Continuation, written by writers who extended Chrétien's Perceval into a longer cycle, that we hear how Joseph of Arimathea brought the Grail with him, a vessel that had nurtured him in prison, after his captivity in Rome (see here).

Scholars and writers alike have attempted to make of the Grail something completely other, from the Grail scholar A. C. L. Brown, who saw the vessel's origins as a criol, or Irish cup of plenty,6 to Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln's Holy Blood, Holy Grail, where it becomes the bloodline of Merovingian kings7—a theory that has since spawned an entire industry of speculation.

Nor has the literary evidence for the Grail stayed just upon the page. Several actual sacramental or healing vessels around Europe have been claimed as “the Grail.” From the Santa Calix of Valencia, which is made of one piece of agate, to the humble wooden bowl of the Nanteos Cup in Wales, several vessels have been promoted as “the one true Grail.”8

This book is not about a quest to find such a historic relic or archaeological artifact, but about something much greater, since the Grail is not an object to be excavated and finally curated in a museum. It is rather about the ever-living hallow or sacred vessel that passes in and out of time and place, but which abides beyond both, in eternity and space. In this book we are concerned with the myth.

Myth is a word that has become demoted to mean “an imaginary thing 
that is without truth.” Here, in this book, we are using myth in its original, primal sense as “that which is the truest thing of all.” Myth is the means by which we live well, with understanding and compassion. As the fourth-century Greek philosopher Sallustius remarked in his Concerning the Gods and the World, “myth is something that has never happened and is always happening.”9

As with the myth of King Arthur, the Grail myth itself is made up of many individual and different stories, with a central core that is given various treatments and interpretations in the many texts that relate its finding. Like the Arthurian legends themselves, the Grail is a catalyst and attractor of other myths that become accreted to it.

The many hands that have been at work on the Grail, extending and expanding, collapsing and eliding themes together, have crafted and grafted until a story from Britain has become the lode-bearing deposit of many myths, wherein Passion narratives, faery lore, chivalric adventures, gnostic secrets, and salvific legends all meld together to create a rich mélange. This fusion of myths into one story belongs to neither one individual, nor to a specific group, but has become a myth from which anyone may learn. The Grail writers, by leveling cultural and spiritual themes with a delightful lack of distinction into one timeless narrative, enable any quester to discover how the relics of the Passion, faery hospitality, knightly honor, and gnostic lore may become part of a day's quest.

As we approach The Elucidation, this continual unfolding and blending of themes is worth bearing in mind, because then we can find refractions and echoes that enable us to understand and illuminate the text.




WHERE DOES THE ELUCIDATION FIT?

It is often considered important to trace the origins of a myth, to track it back with relentless pursuit, to one single place of origin. However, the Grail's origins do not lie in one place, since they belong to a much wider, mythic commonality, whose many strands we will be exploring in this book.

The written legends of the Grail emerge between the end of the twelfth century and the beginning of the thirteenth century, in a time of great ferment and spiritual creativity. During this same time the nations of Western Europe were coming together as representatives of Christendom to defend what they saw as the birthplace of their spiritual heritage, the holy places in Jerusalem. The great cathedrals of Europe were being exuberantly erected, while all over France, the cult of the Black Virgins and Romanesque Madonnas was flourishing. The times were ripe for a deeper exploration of the apocryphal and mystical elements of Christianity.

We have to thank Chrétien de Troyes for inseminating Europe with the Grail story in his Perceval. Other anonymous storytellers also played their parts, but he is the one who first told it to a large and international audience. In fact, he begins his Perceval with this very image in the prologue, “Who sows little reaps little, and whoever wants to reap a harvest scatters his seed in those places where God yields a hundredfold; if the good seed falls on dry ground, it will thirst and come to nothing.”10 The harvest has indeed been great.

Chrétien's patron was Count Philip of Flanders (1143–1191), whose second wife, Sibylle of Anjou, was the daughter of Count Foulques of Anjou and sister to Geoffrey Plantagenet, the father of Henry II of England. Philip's own father, Thierry of Alsace, had been rewarded with a special gift for his services in the Second Crusade: the phial of Holy Blood, a relic of which can still be seen processed at Bruges in Belgium every year. So, we can immediately understand how Philip, who is mentioned in The Elucidation as the one who gave Chrétien the story of the Grail, is a plausible candidate both as a patron and as one with a vested interest in the Grail story. To complete the picture we need to know that Philip of Flanders married Elisabeth of Vermandois, who was a niece of that great patroness of the arts, Eleanor of Aquitaine. Philip's well-connected court, with its network of relationships and influences, connected Europe with the Kingdom of Jerusalem, becoming fertile ground for teaching the whole of Christendom about this myth.

To give a sense of where The Elucidation fits within these many Grail texts, here is brief breakdown of the earliest Grail texts that were written between 1180 and the 1230s.


	Chrétien de Troyes wrote about the Grail first in Perceval, ou le Conte du Graal in the 1180s, but because he left it unfinished, it was continued by

	the anonymous First Continuation, written about 1190, followed by

	the Second Continuation, attributed to Gautier de Denet, sometimes called “Wauchier de Denains,” written in about 1220, followed by

	
Gerbert de Montreuil's [unnumbered] Continuation of the early thirteenth century, followed by

	the Third Continuation of Manassier about 1220–1230;

	
The Elucidation of the early thirteenth century; and

	the anonymous story of Bliocadran, which was found bound in with 
	The Elucidation.




The anonymous author of The Elucidation had closest knowledge of the First Continuation text and its successors, like Gerbert de Montreuil's Continuation, which seems to bear the influence of Robert de Boron. There are many other intertextual connections. We will explore some of the possible sources for Chrétien in the ensuing chapters but we must bear in mind that the Grail myth was first seeded in earlier times and cultures whose folk traditions also flow into the main confluence.

The main Grail texts that flowed from the initial outpouring include the following:


	
Robert de Boron, Li Romanz de l'estoire dou Graal, circa 1200.

	
The Lancelot-Grail, the Old French Arthurian Vulgate, and Post Vulgate Cycle, 
which is a vast series of texts that connect the Passion with the Arthurian 
legends in an authoritative way; written in five parts, with occasional codices 
that extend them. These were written between about 1215–1235.

	
The Estoire del Saint Grail (History of the Holy Grail) relates how Joseph of Arimathea and his son Josephus brought the Grail to Britain.

	
The Estoire de Merlin (also called the Vulgate or Prose Merlin) 
tells about Merlin and the early history of Arthur. The Vulgate Suite du Merlin (Vulgate Merlin Continuation) acts as an appendix to this part of the Vulgate, continuing with Arthur's early adventures.

	
The Lancelot or Lancelot Proper is the longest text, making up half of the entire cycle. It details the adventures of Lancelot and the other Knights of the Round Table and the love between Lancelot and Guinevere.

	
The Queste del Saint Graal (Quest for the Holy Grail) relates the Grail quest and its achievement by Galahad.

	
Perlesvaus—a more elaborate version of Perceval's quest, working it into a dreamlike set of adventures.

	
The Mort Artu (Death of Arthur) relates the king's death at the hands of Mordred and the decline of the Round Table.



These texts were followed by the Post-Vulgate Cycle, a work based on the Lancelot-Grail but differing from it in many respects.

While it isn't essential, you may find it useful to read for yourself Perceval, the Story of the Grail—several excellent editions of which are mentioned in the bibliography. The whole text can also be read online, and a brief breakdown of its story.




THIS EDITION AND OUR METHOD

The Elucidation primarily tells us about itself through 
its unfolding story, so we have closely followed its themes to see what is 
revealed. Throughout, we have tracked the myth, drawing upon parallel myths and 
stories in the Grail canon, respecting the myth to show us what is remembered 
and represented. We have also consulted the earlier Celtic parallels and other 
originating medieval materials that form the matrix of the Grail legends. While 
we have respected the historical context of this myth, we have also examined it 
through the perspectives of eternal understanding, the timeless myth that the 
Grail evokes.

This is particularly important when we come to regard the view from the faery side of things. The Maidens of the Wells who offer hospitality in The Elucidation are not human beings. They live outside of time and space, remembering and representing a paradisal union and accord that humans, who live through serial time, have often chosen to set aside as “imaginary.”

What the Grail represents is not a fantasy, however: it brings fellowship, plenty, and peace, a union of spirit that is entirely encompassing of all faith traditions and is nearer in kind to what Christ spoke of in the Gospel of Thomas as “the Kingdom,” whose presence is all about and within us. The Grail reunites us with a state of consciousness that brings everything together in an essential sacred continuum. That primordial state of being demands that we engage with it and is ultimately the basis of “the Joy of the Court” that is sought by the Arthurian knights in this text.

The first chapter provides a literary and historical context for the Grail legends, including a breakdown of Perceval, so that the reader has a prior sense of its shape before moving on to its prequel. A prose version of The Elucidation poem by Gareth Knight can also be found in chapter 1, so that you can grasp the story's outline from the outset.

The original text in translation can be found in chapter 2 with commentary. We have clarified any narrative ambiguities within the text by the occasional and judicious use of bracketed amplifications only where the action is unclear, due to the pile up of possessive pronouns that often occur within the verse. We have made no attempt to replicate the prosody in our translation; the verse consists of four-line stanzas of rhyming couplets, giving it a tripping simplicity. The poem has been numerated by line and divided under new headings with a brief commentary beneath each section for ease of reading and study.

Chapter 3 explores the role of the story and its storytellers, while chapter 4 delves deeper into the matter of the Wells and the maidens who live in them. Chapter 5 speaks of the Land of Women and the way in which this otherworldly land finds its parallel in the Grail legends. In chapter 6 we discover the role of the Grail family and of the anti-Grail Kings who are responsible for the causes of the Wasteland, seen in context within chapter 7 where these implications are further explored. The mysterious Courts of Joy are entered in chapter 8, and the restorations provided by the Grail are shown in chapter 9 where an appreciation of the quest's trajectory is discovered. A bibliography and thematic index follow with a verse version of The Elucidation for those who want to have some sense of its poetry.

We are ever mindful of the prophecy within The Elucidation, and of our part in their transmission:

And if I tell you one by one—

For he wishes to show each of you

In what way the Grail served—

For the services that it gave

Were revealed to him by a good master.

[This service] has been known but hidden.

The good that it served will openly

Be taught to all people.11

May we wish you well as you set out on this quest into the heart of the Grail myth, hoping that you find within its terrain the hospitality and wisdom that will nourish the whole world.





1

THE STORY OF THE GRAIL

The kindly abbot showed the Count around the abbey, leading him to a tower where, some years before, hidden within a wall full fourteen feet in depth, workmen had discovered a hidden cupboard. . . . It contained a book . . .

PERCEFOREST, BOOK 1, CHAPTER 2


THE WORLD OF THE MEDIEVAL GRAIL LEGENDS

Even within the Middle Ages the source and provenance of a good story could itself provoke an intriguing mystery, like the mysterious discovery of a book that is the source for the story of Perceforest, a little-known but mighty text that traces the prehistory of King Arthur's Britain.1 Like the count in the epigraph above, we all want to know where the book or story came from and how it came into being.

With the Grail legends we do not have such an easy answer. Chrétien de Troyes's unfinished Perceval, ou le Conte du Graal (ca. 1180–1195) was the very first medieval account of the Grail legends, and it seems to have arisen without much warrant from a prior text. There are no mysteriously boarded-up cupboards from which this story leapt forth, although Chrétien does profoundly thank his patron, Count Philip of Flanders (1143–1191), for giving him the book in which the Grail first appears: alas we have no more than Chrétien's word on this literary source.

Any origination legends for the Grail story are often introduced as a literary device that enables the storyteller to give an authoritative source for his telling.

To demonstrate how much credence we should place on wondrous literary antecedents found in any text, we only have to turn to the end of the Quest of the Holy Grail, dated to about 1220, which cheerfully tells us that

so, when Bors had related the adventures of the Holy Grail just as he had beheld them, they were committed to writing and kept among the rolls at Salisbury. Master Walter Map got them from there to make his book of the Holy Grail for love of his lord King Henry, who ordered the story to be translated from Latin into French.2

Since Walter Map died before 1210—ten years before the Quest was written—this attribution is highly unlikely! But we do appreciate the imaginative audacity that makes Bors, the only Grail-questing knight to return to court, into the narrator or preserver of the text. As we will see in chapter 3, a similar literary device in found in The Elucidation.

Whenever we approach a text like The Elucidation, written so far away in time as the early thirteenth century, it is important to stop and assess its context, so that we do not try to read and judge it by contemporary values but have some sense of where it stands within the Grail mythos.

The first Grail story arose after the first two Crusades, when medieval Europe was profoundly impacted by what was seen, by Christians, as the plight of Palestine and the necessity to liberate the holy places of Christianity. Count Philip of Flanders might well have brought back any number of relics or books from the Holy Lands, as did his father, Thierry of Alsace, establishing the cult of the Holy Blood of Bruges in a church built between 1134 and 1157 to house the Holy Blood relic that had been given to him by the crusader king of Jerusalem, Baldwin III. Chrétien would have been most familiar with this relic and its veneration, including the religious processions in which the faithful participated, but to whom it would have been powerfully mysterious. The Holy Blood continues to be processed to the present time on Ascension Day in Bruges.

Relics, particularly those of the Passion of Christ, were highly prized, as the many pieces of the True Cross displayed in shrines all over Europe testify. Apocryphal biblical sources, including works like the fourth-century Greek text, the Gospel of Pilate, suggest a singular fascination for anyone who was present at the Passion, who might have handled these relics personally: this text provides us with the core of the British myth of Joseph of Arimathea, renowned for relinquishing his own tomb in order that it might receive the body of Christ. In the subsequent myth we learn how Joseph brings two cruets filled with water and blood, taken from the side of Christ, to Glastonbury.3 However, it is not these two vessels of the Passion that are central to the Grail story, which rapidly transmogrify into a miraculous vessel, changing from a relic of the Passion, to the Eucharistic cup of the Last Supper in the later legends.

Chrétien certainly did not invent the word graal: it appears in a Venetian manuscript of the Roman d'Alexandre composed some ten years before Chrétien wrote the first part of his Conte du Graal. In line 618 appears a reference to a dish or platter, Ersoir mangai o toi a ton graal, or “this night partake from your grail.”4 Nor is this the only such early reference.

The Libre de Gamaliel,5 written by Pere Pasqual, Bishop of Jaen, sometime before his death in 1300, is a version of the fragmentary Gospel of Gamaliel, dating from the fifth century or earlier, which brought together parts of two other surviving apocryphal gospels: the Acts of Pilate and the Gospel of Nicodemus.6 These, as we shall see, provide another primary source for the Grail story that Robert de Boron and possibly Chrétien drew upon when composing their works. The Libre, composed in Catalan at the end of the thirteenth 
century and deriving from an earlier, now lost, text in Occitan, which purported to be written by Joseph of Arimathea, Nicodemus, and Gamaliel himself, brought together the narrative of the Passion and the life of Joseph of Arimathea in a form that was to be repeated with variants throughout the Middle Ages, particularly within the sphere of the Grail romances.

The single most significant aspect of Pasqual's translation is the use of the word gresal, which shares its origins with gradalis, Medieval Latin for “a flat, shallow dish.” Having described the events of the Crucifixion and the healing of Longinus with the blood running down the lance, Pasqual adds:

Then Joseph of Arimathea took a gresal in which he put the blood of Jesus Christ, and he kept the lance; and they all returned to the city, save for the relatives of the mother of Jesus Christ and the others who were with her, Saint John the Evangelist and Joseph of Arimathea.7

This is the only known instance so far discovered of a word that clearly shares its origin and meaning with the word grail being used by an ecclesiastical writer, nor can we be certain that the anonymous author of the original Gospel of Gamaliel used it; however, we can see that in using this word, Pasqual demonstrated an understanding of the connection between the vessel used to collect the blood of Christ and the story of the Grail. It bears witness to that fact that, as noted by Allen Cabaniss, Grail literature was in its turn beginning to affect the interpretation of the liturgy. To read more about the Grail's origins, see “The Grail before the Grail” by John Matthews.8

Within The Elucidation, we see two different, though related, forms of the Grail: the cups by which the mysterious Maidens of the Wells offer hospitality to travelers, and the Graal of the Grail procession, from which everyone seated at table receives a banquet. Both vessels bestow food and plenty, but neither is depicted as a sacramental chalice: rather, they are concerned more with communal feasting than with communion. In Chrétien's Perceval, a spear dripping blood, a graal (a kind of platter), and a tailleor (a casket or tabernacle) pass by in the procession witnessed by Perceval. Apart from the spear dripping with blood, which is a clear reference to the Lance of Longinus that pierced the side of Christ while he hung on the cross, the other vessels are nonsacramental.

The two vessels provide the same function, as we shall see in chapter 3, representing a tradition that is present under two forms in The Elucidation. Within this book, we will term these two appearances of the Grail, “the Faery Grail” and “the Holy Grail.” These are not two different vessels but rather two appearances of the same Grail. The Faery Grail represents the earlier, folk tradition of the cup, which is entirely to do with the relationship of humans with faeries and the earth: we will explore its context and antecedents in chapters 4 and 6. The Holy Grail represents the Arthurian cup, which has taken on Christian coloration, and with which most people are more familiar.




LISTENING TO THE STORY

For those who are well educated it is no great matter to go to a shelf, take down a book, and read without a second thought. It is just something we can do. But for most people in the Middle Ages this was not a given. Only clerics read fluently and even they might not have read very easily at times.

Even for those who could read, words were usually read aloud or muttered under the breath, since few people could read absolutely silently—this was regarded as a rare skill in the Classical period. Plutarch tells us that Julius Caesar could do it. In the fifth century, Saint Augustine was astounded that Ambrose, Bishop of Milan, could read tacite, or silently.9 In the Middle Ages, reading may have fallen into three categories: reading in silentio (not moving your lips), reading sotto voce (under your breath) when memorizing or as an aid to meditation, and reading in public (projecting your voice) such as monks did at mealtimes when reading martyrologies to their fellow monks while they ate in refectory.

In the First Continuation, the narrator (who is believed to have been Gauchier de Denains) gives us a little glimpse of what it was to be reciting the Grail story. Having got to the part of the story where Gawain kills an unknown knight and leaves him to be mourned by tenderhearted people at court, Gauchier says, “At this point, we should say a pater noster for the departed, and before I continue the story you can call for wine.”10 This unprecedented glimpse into the process of reading aloud in public to an assembly neatly combines the readers' suspension of disbelief with a wine-and-comfort break.

Reading, or the audition of a story, was not seen as a merely recreational activity, but was expected to elevate the mind and improve the soul. The improvement that might be drawn from a story—not quite the therapeutic self-help stories of our own time, but with more emphasis on the moral strength that might be derived—was praised by the knight, Geoffrey de La Tour Landry who, writing as the widowed father of three girls in the fourteenth century, announced that

it is a good, noble and a faire thinge for a man or a woman to see and beholde hemself in the mirror of stories, the which hath been written by oure aunsetters [ancestors] forto they give us good ensaumples that they dide, to live and to eschewe the evil.11

It is to many such ancestral sources that we need to look in order to pursue our theme. Over the years, in our own writings, we have suggested some of the mythic themes and narratives that lead up to this first appearance of the Grail in literature, which include the wonderworking cauldrons of Celtic tradition, the Platonic and Hermetic vessels from which life spills into being in a variety of esoteric traditions, and early Hebrew and gnostic myths.12 While none of these sources alone are responsible for the profusion of Grail texts that arise from 1180 to 1350, they demonstrate a continuously evolving understanding of the vessel of grace.




PERCEVAL, OR THE STORY OF THE GRAIL

Before we proceed to the story of The Elucidation, here is a brief outline of Chrétien's Perceval, ou le Conte du Graal, so that you have a baseline from which to operate. Composed by the poet Chrétien de Troyes in circa 1180, and left unfinished by him at his death, this text contains what may be called the foundational story of the Grail. With one or two exceptions, all of those texts written subsequently draw upon Chrétien's version, either elaborating or adding to it according to their own understanding. Debate still rages over Chrétien's own sources. He may have been the first to write down the events of the quest and, for good or ill, left his mark on all that followed, but the core of the story almost certainly did not originate with him.

Perceval is brought up by his mother in the forest where, in ignorance of the ways of the world, he happily hunts game with roughly made throwing spears. Then one day he meets three knights in the wood. Thinking them angels because of the brilliance of their armor, he questions them concerning their origin. Learning from them of Arthur's court and the institution of knighthood he vows to go there in search of adventure, and ignoring his mother's anguished request that he should remain with her, he rides off on an ancient nag to find his way in the world of chivalry. Before he departs, his mother gives him last-minute advice, but without the context for Perceval to fully comprehend it: always to give help to any women in distress, but take no more from them by way of reward than a kiss—though if one should also wish to give him a ring, let him take that also. Also, if he meets with anyone on the road he should not part from them without knowing their name, for those who conceal such things are of no good to anyone. She advises him to seek out worthy men and to pray whenever he sees a church.

Armed with this advice, the first person whom Perceval encounters along the way is a beautiful woman in a scarlet pavilion, whose ring he takes and whom he kisses, but against her will. He then proceeds to Arthur's court where he enters in time to witness the arrival of a red knight who spills wine in the queen's lap and carries off her golden cup. Still mindful of his mother's instructions Perceval pursues the knight, kills him, and returns the cup to the queen. He attempts to acquire the red knight's armor on the way by the simple expedient of pulling it off, until shown how to untie it from the body.

From the court he then sets out on further adventures, meeting with a nobleman who gives him training in chivalry and counsels him not to be talkative. Perceval arrives at the castle of the Fisher King, whom he finds presiding over a hall in which a nobleman lies upon a couch: this is the Fisher King who presents Perceval with a sword, which he accepts unthinkingly. A procession passes through the hall, led by a squire carrying a spear from which blood drips upon the ground, followed by two squires each carrying a ten-branched candlestick. After this comes a damsel carrying a “grail” that blazes with a light so bright that it puts out the light of the candles and of the stars.

Following her is another maiden carrying a talleors (variously translated as a dish, a bowl, a casket, or a tabernacle). Perceval watches all this but fails to ask its meaning. He retires for the night and on waking finds the castle deserted. Thinking the company has gone hunting, no sooner has he crossed the moat than the drawbridge descends. Perceval then encounters a damsel cradling the body of a knight in her arms and lamenting bitterly. She is his cousin and tells him that the Fisher King has long since received a wound in the thighs, which has never healed, though it might well have done so had Perceval asked about the procession of the Grail. She also informs him that the sword that he was given at the castle will break if he is not careful, but that in such a case he can restore it by dipping it in a lake near which its maker, the smith Trebuchet, dwells.

Returning to Arthur's court, Perceval is upbraided by a hideous damsel who appears from nowhere to mock him for so foolishly failing to ask the question that would have healed the king and made his country prosperous again. Determined to right this wrong, and to learn more of the mysterious Grail, Perceval sets forth again and after many adventures meets with a band of pilgrims who reproach him for bearing arms on Good Friday. Five years have passed since he left Arthur's court and in his eagerness to discover more about the Grail he has forgotten God. Perceval confesses his sins to a forest hermit and learns from him that his mother died of grief after he left her. He also learns that the Fisher King is the son of an older king who is served by a single host from the Grail that keeps him alive.

He feels great remorse but has still not rediscovered the Castle of the Grail. Here the story changes course to deal with the adventures of Gawain, whose quest is to free an imprisoned damsel. By way of reward, she shows him an underground crypt where the Sword of Judas Maccabeus is kept, now called the Sword of the Strange Girdle. Continuing his adventures, which at this point have nothing to do with the Grail, Gawain is ferried over a rise to a magical Castle of Maidens where many damsels are held prisoner awaiting the one who will deliver or marry them, thus putting an end to the enchantments of the place. Gawain undergoes many trials and tests in this place, including the adventure of the Perilous Bed, which is so designed that anyone who sets foot upon it or attempts to lie down is at once assailed by invisible opponents, who fling spears and fiery arrows at him, and is then attacked by a lion. But Gawain overcomes them all and is proclaimed lord of the castle. Gawain sends a messenger to Arthur's court to explain that he has been delayed and will return thither.

Here Chrétien's narrative breaks off, in midsentence, and there perhaps the story might have ended, but it exerted such a powerful hold over the imagination of medieval Europe that others felt drawn to try to solve the problems left by the unfinished poem. The surviving attempts to “finish” what Chrétien began are called the Continuations.




THE GRAIL'S DEVELOPMENT

In the Second Continuation of the Grail stories we hit upon a passage where the narrator's voice leaps up out of the story: it tells us that many would-be storytellers are going about

who are twisting the good stories, distancing them from their sources and adding so many lies that the stories are killed and the good books are dishonored. And those who hear and listen to them don't know what good stories are; no, when those minstrels sit in their houses for the night and they get them to relate some adventure—unrhymed—they think they've heard the whole story; but they'll never hear it in their lives.13

This tells us that many hands were at work in the creation of the Grail legends, to the irritation of the author of the Second Continuation!

The beginnings of the Grail myth go back to the very dawn of human consciousness, and to a desire of human beings to make some kind of direct contact with the divine, to receive healing, and to make right the wrongs of the world. The Grail appears as a vessel of mercy that, through different spiritual agencies, offers an opportunity to those qualified by courage and belief to bring that mercy. Whether we look to ecstatic and initiatic drinks of the ancient mystery cults, or to the miraculous manna found by the Israelites in their desert wanderings, or to Celtic myths of cauldrons that provide plenty, wisdom, or eternal life, we find a collection of vessels from many cultures; each contains a substance that enabled those who discovered it to be healed, nourished, or experience divine communion.

But the story, as we know it best, can be said to begin with Chrétien. He it is who lays out the story of Perceval's adventure and gives us the first description of the mysterious vessel and its even more mysterious guardians in its medieval Arthurian context. The Continuations and preludes like The Elucidation extended it far beyond Chrétien's unfinished fable, but it was left to others to develop the growing mythology of the Grail. The twelfth-century Burgundian soldier-poet Robert de Boron first connected it to the mystery of the Passion by naming it the “Holy” Grail and specifying its links with the story of Christ and the sacred blood in a cycle of texts including the Roman de l'Estoire dou Graal of circa 1200, a Merlin and a Joseph of Arimathea and possibly a version of the Perceval story nowadays identified as the Didot Perceval. In these he wrought a highly religious account of the quest for the Grail.14

A mere twelve years later the German poet Wolfram von Eschenbach (1117–1220) produced his Parzival, a vast, rambling poem that began by stating that Chrétien had got the story wrong and citing as his source a Provencal writer named Kyot, who in turn had gotten it from an even more mysterious personage named Flegetanis, an astrologer of possibly Jewish descent. For Wolfram, the Grail was a stone, an emerald fallen from the crown of the fallen angel Lucifer, which granted plenty to those who encountered it.15 This was followed, soon after, by the massive compilation of stories nowadays known as The Lancelot-Grail (1215–1235), which brought the story firmly into the world of Arthurian literature, stretching the story backward to the time of Christ and forward to the end of the Arthurian dream with the death of the king himself.

This huge collection gathered up a prose Perceval, following but again extending Chrétien's version; then a prose rendering of the story of Lancelot, drawn in part from Chrétien's Chevalier de la Charette (Knight of the Cart); the Quest del Saint Graal, which picked up de Boron's Christianized account and elaborated it with an extensive theology; an Estoire du Merlin, which drew upon older stories of the great enchanter, and wove his story into the web of cross references; and a Mort Artu (Death of Arthur), which chronicled the events leading up to the destruction of the Round Table fellowship and Arthur's departure for Avalon.

It was this cycle that became the source for what is still arguably the greatest medieval Arthurian retelling—the Morte d'Arthur of Sir Thomas Malory, written between 1470 and 1480 and published five years later.16 Malory stripped out most of the theology he found in the Lancelot-Grail and provided us with the most luminous and human account of the Grail quest, sought after by the Fellowship of the Round Table and achieved after long years of searching by three knights: the saintly Galahad, son of Lancelot; Perceval, now relegated to second place; and Bors de Ganis, Lancelot's cousin, who represented the simple man of faith.

This was all a far cry from Chrétien's simple tale of the poor knight who wandered into the mystery of the Grail, failed to understand it, and who was left with no certainty of achieving his quest in the unfinished ending of his final work. Through the sprawling edifice of the Lancelot-Grail, the winding and mysterious avenues of Wolfram's Parzival, and the glowing vision of Robert de Boron, the Grail story grew into a myth of stupendous proportions. Yet it never really moved far from the work of the poet who began it all—Chrétien de Troyes—and the anonymous author of The Elucidation, as well as those who wrote the Continuations, and who set themselves the daunting task of explicating the mystery.

Chrétien's own motivations for writing Perceval are intriguing. A clue to its writing may lie in Chrétien's own name, which is an unusual one for a man in France at this time, who would most often be named after a saint. The name of “Christian” is one that is most often given or taken by someone whose first religion was not Christian. If Chrétien had a Jewish background, then the central premise of the Grail feast as a meal in which all partake equally makes better sense. For Jews, the sight of a Christian communion, with congregants going up to an altar to have a piece of wafer placed upon their tongues, is utterly at odds with the Sabbath table around which everyone sits together and where stories, songs, and good food are shared.17 Despite the accretion of Christian Passion narrative elements to the Grail story, this is not a story of a sacramental meal such as might be authorized by the church. The Grail legends remain extracurricular to Christianity, having no belonging or warrant in orthodox belief. They remain in a mythic terrain all their own where the imagination may find its own understandings in the secret places of the heart.




THE PROSE VERSION OF THE ELUCIDATION

We continue our storytelling with the following prose edition by Gareth Knight of The Elucidation, presenting it here first so that you can appreciate the flow of the story at the outset, just as if you too were a listener at the court. This story tells what happened before Chrétien's story of the Grail and the consequences that were experienced in the realms of Logres, the land of Arthur. The original poem in a line-byline translation follows in the next chapter, where we supply a full commentary. The numbers in brackets here refer to the lines of the original poem. If you wish to read a verse translation, please see the appendix (pp. 294–310) where a version is provided.

[1] By noble command was this romance worthily begun. The most pleasing story ever told, that of the Graal, but about which we may not tell the secret, or sing of it, for that would allow the story to spread before all was revealed, and many who had not so transgressed would be sorry for that. So the wise thing is simply to leave it out and pass on. For if Master Blihis was right—the secret may not be told. As for myself, I hope to tell a story that is pleasing to the ear, for the seven guardians of it are those who rule over all good stories told throughout the world.

[17] Thus these writings will tell who the seven guardians are, what ends they seek and how. For one must listen to them before speaking true in the telling. For you have never heard the great noise and rumor truly related about how and why the rich country of Logres was destroyed. Many knew and spoke of it in times gone by. How the kingdom turned to loss, with the land dead and deserted and not worth two hazelnuts, when they lost the voices of the wells and the maidens that dwelt within them, by whom great things had been served.

[35] For none who went by the forest ways, be it by evening or morning, whether to eat or to drink, could now be seen to change his route to find one of the wells. Now no one was asking for a fine meal to please him, whatever his right might be. For once, it is my belief, one could not have asked for anything more beautiful than a damsel from a well, carrying a golden cup in her hand with meats and pies and bread, followed by another maiden bringing a white napkin and a dish of gold and silver on which was the meal that had been requested. For many at the wells were well received, and if the meal did not please, others would be brought, as desired, with great joy and plenty. The maidens served gladly and all who traveled the forest ways came to the wells to eat.

[63] King Amangons ruined it first. He did the evil in cowardice and wickedness that other hands repeated from the example he set. The king, who should have protected and guarded the maidens in peace, violated one of them, deflowered her against her will, took her golden cup, and made off with her to serve him ever after, from which much ill would befall. For the rest of the king's men followed their master's example. And now no maiden served a well or came forth for any man who came and sought to eat.

[80] God, was there no honorable man then to be found? When they saw how their lord raped whatever maidens he found beautiful, the others raped them too and took their golden cups. Since then, nothing has come from the wells. No maiden, nor service.

[90] Know this truly, sirs, for thus it happened that the country went into decline. The king came to a bad end and all the others with him, and so were many punished. The kingdom was laid waste, with no wells, nor tree in leaf. The meadows and flowers dried up, and all the brooks were diminished.

[99] Nor from now could the court of the Rich Fisher be found, who had made the country resplendent with gold and silver, furs and rich brocaded silks, with meat and clothing, and gerfalcons, merlins, goshawks, sparrow hawks, and falcons. Once, when the court could be found, there were, throughout the country, riches and the great plenty I have named, so that all were amazed, both rich and poor, by the great wealth. But now all was lost from the kingdom of Logres that once had all the riches in the world.

[116] In the time of King Arthur the Knights of the Round Table came, since when no greater knights have been seen, so worthy, strong, and proud, so vigorous and hardy, wherever they are heard of and their adventures are told.

[124] They vowed to recover the wells and swore zealously to guard any maidens who came forth, along with the cups they carried. And to destroy the descendants of all who had done them harm, and any such remained who had stopped the maidens from coming out of the wells. When they could find one they killed or hanged him, gave alms and prayed God to restore the wells to such condition as they had been in before, with all the riches that came out of them as their service required. But no matter how they searched they were unable to find them. No voice could be heard nor maiden seen.

[145] But some found adventures, which made many marvel. They found maidens in the forest, more beautiful than had ever been seen, and well-armed knights on chargers wherever the maidens were, and who fought with any who wanted to take them away. Many a knight was killed for the maidens in many battles throughout the land. King Arthur would not recover from the loss of many good knights, but gained many fine ones from it, as the stories tell.

[161] The first knight overcome was Blihis Bleheris, beaten by Sir Gawain through the great prowess he had. He was thus sent mounted to give himself up to King Arthur, not to delay but go straight to the court of which he knew nothing, nor of the king. But he knew such good stories that no one could be wearied of hearing them told. And some of the court asked him about the maidens who rode through the forest, and to tell what he knew of them. And many who heard him stayed up many nights to hear and ask about the maidens and the knights.

[183] And he said to them, “You wonder greatly about the maidens you have seen going through the forest, and keep wanting to know in what country they were born. I will tell you truly. All were born of the maidens, and you will never see more beautiful, that King Amangons raped. A harm that will never be repaired as long as the world shall last.”

[194] The Knights of the Round Table, by courtliness and honor, by prowess and by strength, swore to recover the wells by force.

[200] “I would like to tell you of all the squires, knights, 
and worthy men that one hears of, together with the maidens who wander this 
land. They must so wander until God allows the court to be found, from which 
great joy will come, and from which the country will be made resplendent. 
Adventures will come to those in the court who seek what has never been found in 
this country, nor ever told before.

[213] All were greatly pleased about what they had heard Blihis tell, after which it was not long before a great parliament was held of the good knights of the court, where each one had his place. Then they sought with great vigor the court of the Rich Fisher, who knew much magic and could change his appearance a hundred times. Some sought him in his one shape, others under other forms.

[225] Sir Gawain discovered the court in the time that Arthur reigned, and was at that court in truth. This will be told later, of the joy he found there by which all kingdoms were restored. But before him the first to find it was a young knight of very tender age, though none stronger or more courageous could be found in all the world. Thus, this young man of whom I speak, whose prowess surpassed by the height of a mountain all who were there, came to the Round Table. Thought at first to be of low degree, but then of noble character, he searched throughout the land to find the court and truly found it, as many of you know.

[247] It was Perceval de Galles who asked whom the Graal served, but when he saw it, did not ask about the lance and why it bled, nor of the sword of which one half the blade was missing, with the other resting on the dead body on the bier. Nor the way of the great vanishing. But I tell you that he certainly asked whose corpse it was that lay in the hall, and about the rich silver cross that was processed before all.

[261] For three hours, three times in the day, there was such lamentation that no man who heard it would be so hardy as not to be frightened. Four censers and four rich candelabra hung at the corners of the bier when the service was done. Then all crying ceased and everyone vanished. The hall that was so great and wide remained empty and frightful; and a stream of blood ran from a vase where the lance stood, through a rich silver tube.

[276] Then all the people returned to the palace with the knights, and the finest meal that anyone had seen came out. The king, all adorned, had not been known before, came from a room, dressed in such noble attire that none had ever seen or known, all was so very rich. He had a fine ring on his finger, and his sleeves were tightly laced, while on his head was a gold circlet, and jewels worth a treasure on a belt with the buckle before. No such fine a living man could ever be found, and many might be puzzled if they had seen him dressed as a fisherman by day.

[297] As soon as the king was seated, bread was given out to all the knights seated at other tables and wine set before them in great gold and silver cups. After that the Graal was seen, with neither servant nor seneschal, coming through the door of a room, and many were henceforth served in rich golden dishes each worth a great treasure. The first was set before the king and then to all the others around that place, and never were such marvelous meals brought to them as the food that they were given.

[315] Then came a great marvel for which none could be prepared. But I cannot now speak of it, for Perceval must tell it further on in the middle of the tale. It would be a great villainy and shame to force such a good story beyond where it should go. When the good knights come, who will find the court three times, then may be heard, point by point and without invention, the truth about whom the wells served and who the knights were, and why the Graal was served, and of the lance that was bleeding.

[333] I will tell you the entire way of it, and why the sword was on the bier. I will tell you all omitting nothing. The mourning, the vanishing, all will be revealed to the people who hear it told, and how the story must unfold.

[339] Sirs, it is proven truly that the court was found seven times, as seven branches of the story, but if you do not see what this means, realize that the seven branches are really seven guardians. Each of the guardians will tell you a place where the court was found. This was not allowed to be told before but now I will reveal it in this writing, and name the seven guardians, omitting nothing. Thus, they will be well named and described, in order, from beginning to end.

[353] The seventh branch pleases best. It is about the lance with which Longinus struck the side of the King of Holy Majesty.

[357] The sixth, without fail, is the story of the great battle.

[359] The fifth, in turn, is of the anger and loss of Huden.

[361] The fourth possesses the stories of the Swan, for he was no coward, the dead knight in the skiff who first came to Glamorgan.

[365] The third is of the hawk, of which Castrars had great fear. And how Pecorins, the son of Amangons, carried the wound on his forehead all his life.

[370] The second is not found in the testimony of good storytellers, it is the story of the Great Lamentation, how Lancelot of the Lake came there when he lost his strength.

[375] And this is the last, that since I have started it with such great effort I have to tell you the rest without delay. It is the adventure of the Shield. There was never a better.

[381] These are the seven true stories that depend from the Graal.

[383] This adventure brought about the joy whereby the people multiplied (in numbers) after the great destruction. Through these adventures the court and the Graal were truly found. The kingdom was repopulated, the streams that had not flowed and the fountains that had sprung up but then dried were now running through the meadows. Then were the fields greatly flowering and the woods dressed in green. On the day the court was found the forests became so great, so verdant, so fine, and well grown, that all marveled who traveled throughout the land.

[401] Then came a people full of ill will, who came forth from the wells but were not recognized. Then were castles and cities built, towns, boroughs, and strongholds too. The rich Castle of Maidens was built for the damsels, the Perilous Bridge and the great Castle of Pride, of nobility, and lordship, with an Order established for peers and rich courtiers, set up in vanity against the Round Table. It was well known by all that each had a lady love therein, and many led a fine life. There were 366 who maintained the castle, and each of these had 20 knights who were their leaders, to the number no less than 7600 plus 4 times 20 and 6 [=7,686]. Those who deny that such things happened know this, although through all the world they will not find any such today.

[429] They rode through the country and made war on King Arthur. Many went from the court of the good knight to put them to the test. This I know well, when they captured one, they held him captive without parole. King Arthur wanted to ravage and destroy the castle but all those who hated him attacked him at every point and engaged him in wars, so that none could go on the quest in a war that lasted for more than four years, as the stories tell us, as does he who writes this book.

[445] And if I tell you one by one, and wish to show each of you in what way the Grail served, and the services it gave, as revealed by the good master, as had been known but hidden, and of the good that it served openly, to be taught to all people as you have heard it from me. About King Arthur who, as I told you, spent four years in war against the people of his country, but that all came to an end so there was no man or neighbor who did not them do his will. Thus, by force or agreement, all truths were proved. But know that it was named, to the shame of them, and the honor of the king, as most people know. Then in that day the court was abandoned and the Rich Company went hunting in the forest, hawking and following the good rivers, just so are people of good upbringing, some playing court to the ladies, others preparing themselves for it, to take their ease there in winter until summer.

[475] Now will Chrétien tell this moral tale that has been heard, which effort will not be neglected by Chrétien who strove and labored to put into verse the best story by order of the count, which is the story of the Graal, of which the count had the book, that it may be told in all royal courts. Let us pray he acquits himself well.

Immediately we can see how different The Elucidation is from Chrétien's Perceval: we have similar protagonists, but now we have acquired a prequel story that changes everything, opening windows onto other, older worlds. The Elucidation provides us with a whole sequence of stories, some of which are mentioned, others merely hinted at, while others open into a deeper myth from whose depths many roots are nourished. It is a story whose mysterious branches reach into every Grail text. Let us now follow them.
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