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Foreword

by H. T. Hansen

The original version of Julius Evola’s Mystery of the Grail formed an appendix to the first edition of his masterpiece,
Rivolta contra il mondo moderno (1934).1 Three years later he reworked that appendix into the present book, which first appeared as part of a series of religious and esoteric studies published by the renowned Laterza Publishers in Bari, Italy, whose list included works by Sigmund Freud, Richard Wilhelm, and C. G. Jung, among others.

The Grail book is closely related to Revolt Against the Modern World, where Evola 
discussed, within the framework of his “suprahistorical” analysis, medieval chivalry and the notion of a symbolic empire based on a sacred regality. Above all, Evola wanted to make three things clear:


	The Grail was not a Christian but a Hyperborean mystery.

	The Grail legend deals with an initiatory mystery.

	The Grail is a symbolic expression of hope and of the will of specific ruling classes in the Middle Ages (namely, the Ghibellines), who wanted to reorganize and reunite the entire Western world as it was at that time into a Holy Empire, that is, one based on a transcendental, spiritual basis.



The question of whether Evola was correct in his interpretation cannot, however, be unambiguously answered. Franco Cardini, a professor of medieval studies at the University of Florence, writes in his introduction to the fourth Italian edition (Rome, 1994) of a “peculiar tendency to oversimplify among many authors, who assume that the Grail can be explained with a single, basic theory.” First—and here Evola would fully agree—it’s a question of a myth, and a myth is by definition not single- but multifaceted. Second, the myth of the Grail embraces many different types of influences, above all:


	Christian legend (at least from a later period).

	Celtic folklore.

	The so-called Isis Book (the eleventh book of Apuleius’s
			Metamorphosis, which, based on ancient sources, describes the opening of the way in the Isis Mystery), as well as the 
			Corpus Hermeticum.




That, at least, is the view of Henry and Renée Kahane in the 
		Standard Encyclopedia of Religion (vol. 6, New York, 1987), compiled under the direction of Mircea Eliade, easily the best-known scholar of religions in this century.

The various interpretations of the Grail thus differ greatly, extending from the priestly chalice to the “manna machine” for the automatic production of nourishment, or even to the equation of the “Grail of Joy” with the vagina. The cited origins range likewise from the Western world (Burdach) to the Islamic and Persian East (Corbin). To this may also be added the works by such analytical psychologists as Emma Jung, Marie-Louise von Franz, and Robert A. Johnson.

One thing appears to be certain, however: the myth of the Grail does not deal with mere fantasies in a purely aesthetic-poetic sense. As Franco Cardini writes, “No author in the Middle Ages ever wrote a single line on the basis of his pure and bare fantasies, and it would be antihistorical to suggest such a thing.”

Another point of interest, in the current debate of gender differences: It is always men who go off in search of the Grail, because women, by nature, already possess it. Thus in all versions of the legend, only women are referred to as carriers of the Grail. But as Helen Luke believes, expressing a Jungian perspective, many women today have contempt for the spiritually, psychologically, and physically nourishing Grail function of their womanhood, since they are striving for the same positions as men in areas that, until now, were purely masculine domains.2 In so doing, these women outgrow their own essence and no longer have any counterbalance to their now overpowering masculine sides. In other words, they have lost their own Grail, and have to go off in search of it again, just as the men do, in order to find spiritual harmony.

What did Evola hope for when he published his book? In the epilogue to the first edition (1937) he expressed it clearly:

To live and understand the symbol of the Grail in its purity would mean today the awakening of powers that could supply a transcendental point of reference for it, an awakening that could show itself tomorrow, after a great crisis, in the form of an “epoch that goes beyond the nations.” It would also mean the release of the so-called world revolution from the false myths that poison it and that make possible its subjugation through dark, collectivistic, and irrational powers. In addition, it would mean understanding the way to a true unity that would be genuinely capable of going beyond not only the materialistic—we could also say Luciferian and Titanic—forms of power and control but also the lunar forms of the remnants of religious humility and the current neospiritualistic dissipation.

But, added Evola, he would have to leave it open whether such a development would occur. It would therefore be useless to form any kind of organization that could be influenced by this development.

In order to understand these words fully, one must keep in mind that Evola’s endeavor since 1925, at the latest, was to influence the political development of Italy along the lines of a spiritual restoration of the ancient Roman Empire. Fascism, which was already in power at that time, appeared to fulfill quite a lot of prerequisites for such a revolution—indeed, Mussolini himself had no aversion to such ideas.3

In 1928 Evola published his first political book, Imperialismo pagano, 
	which fought for exactly that—a pagan imperialism—in a considerably polemic manner. Mussolini’s compact with the Catholic Church in 1929, which opposed any endeavor to extinguish the power of the Church, shattered Evola’s hopes once and for all. As Piero Fenili has suggested in his series of essays “Gli errori di Julius Evola” (The errors of Julius Evola; 
	Ignis [December 1991]: 146ff.), Evola, in his 
	Imperialismo pagano, still thought of a restoration “in the framework of a Mediterranean tradition.” His belief in the independent powers of that region appears, however, to have suffered in the following years, thanks to Mussolini’s behavior and the everyday reality of fascism in Italy. Evola put new heart into his hopes for a union of “the two eagles,” that is, the German and the Roman, through his ever-closer contact with the so-called Conservative Revolution in Germany. The model was the Middle Ages, the time of the German emperor Frederick II of Hohenstaufen, the “Astonishment of the World,” who was raised in Italy (Sicily, to be exact) and thus united the German and Italian regions in his Holy Roman Empire, and who also apparently personified the best of both geographical areas. In those years Evola stood strongly under the influence of Ernst Kantorowicz’s two-volume biography of the Starfen emperor, at that time the object of great enthusiasm.

Here also was the point of origin of his political motivations for writing 
	The Mystery of the Grail. Just as in the Middle Ages, so now would it again be possible for Germany and Italy to build a new Holy Roman Empire, to be based on a spiritual foundation—specifically, on the mysticism of the Grail. This explains Piero Fenili’s accusation that Evola tends to overglorify Germany. In an informative essay in the journal 
	Politica romana (no. 2 [1995]: 41ff.), Fenili tries to prove conclusively that it was exactly this Evolian high regard of the Middle Ages that allowed so many Italian Evolians to enter the traditional circles of the Catholic Church, since that enthusiasm for the Middle Ages led inevitably to the recognition of the Church’s outstanding position at that time.

The times changed, of course, and nothing could be seen of that spiritual foundation—if anything, the complete opposite was true. The changed circumstances are reflected in Evola’s epilogues to his only slightly altered revisions of 
	The Mystery of the Grail, which were published in 1962 and 1972. Evola, free from all old political hopes, now emphasized personal initiative and the Grail’s inner meaning for the individual.

While Evola’s idea of the Grail as the culmination of the imperial myth has found little reverberation in the world at large, it is undeniable that, as Gianfranco de Turris and Chiara Nejrotti emphasize in their commentary to the fourth Italian edition, the Middle Ages have come in vogue in recent years. Renewed interest began with the incredible worldwide success of J. R. R. Tolkien’s 
	Lord of the Rings trilogy and continued not only with Marion Zimmer Bradley’s 
	Mists of Avalon, which was the starting point of a whole subgenre of fantasy novels, but also with Umberto Eco’s 
	The Name of the Rose. Eco, however, probably wrote his novel with exactly the opposite intention of the other two authors: namely, with the intention of portraying the Middle Ages as darkly as possible, in order to allow the light of reason to shine that much brighter. It was an attempt that no doubt came up short.

To what can this fascination for the Middle Ages be attributed, beyond the presumption that people have become weary of rapidly changing technology and the uninterrupted reorientations it demands? Does the paradox apply that it is progressive to be against progress and to question the power of science, as well as that of the purely utilitarian and rational? Only a short step separates a preoccupation with the past from a secret desire for another way of life.

Added to this are new historical findings, especially from the French Annales school, that no longer leave the Middle Ages looking as gloomy as the Enlightenment had painted it. Not only were the houses colorful, but so was life. And since Protestantism and the Catholic Counterreformation were still far away, the pleasures of the senses were also allowed to have their place, as in the baths, for example. When even Marxist historians such as Jacques le Goff sing the praises of the Middle Ages, and world-renowned scholars such as Régine Pernoud write books that destroy our prejudices about the Middle Ages, one can perhaps also transfer ideas or images—correspondingly adapted, of course—into our times, or at the least one can think about them. Pernoud even says that contemporary people are very similar to those of the Middle Ages in certain aspects. With this the rebirth of the Arthur cycle and the myth of the Grail, especially in England, can be explained. Here also, Evola’s book cannot be completely false; on the contrary, it presents a whole series of interesting ideas, as Franco Cardini points out.

The search for alternative methods of thought goes hand in hand with the growing skepticism against a purely scientific rationalism. One such alternative is the so-called Traditional method used by Evola, who describes it as follows:

The order of things that I . . . deal with . . . is that in which all materials having a “historical” and “scientific” value are the ones that matter the least; conversely, all the mythical, legendary, and epic elements denied historical truth and demonstrative value acquire here a superior validity and become the source for a more real and certain knowledge. . . . From the perspective of “science” what matters in a myth is whatever historical elements may be extracted from it. From the perspective that I adopt, what matters in history are all the mythological elements it has to offer.4

In essence, this is about an intersection of history with superhistory, whose result is myth, which thus contains something from both worlds, the historical and the transcendental, and thus makes a higher claim to truth.

A maxim by Emperor Julian the Apostate, “That which never happened is eternally true,” has been echoed in the title of a lecture given by Gilbert Durand at a symposium on mythology held in Cerisy in 1985: “On the Continuity of Myth and the Mutability of History.” And Plutarch, in his 
	De Iside, writes: “The myth is nothing but the reflection of a higher truth, which directs human thought in a perceptible course.” Likewise, for Evola, a purely rational and historical way of looking at myth clearly cannot suffice.

Even leaving “transcendence” aside, myth’s higher claim to truth is asserted by Robert A. Johnson, a Jungian analyst: “[Myths] seem to develop gradually as certain motifs emerge, are elaborated, and finally are rounded out as people tell and retell stories that catch and hold their interest. Thus themes that are accurate and universal are kept alive, while those elements peculiar to single individuals or a particular era drop away. Myths, therefore, portray a collective image; they tell us about things that are true for all people.”5 Elsewhere, Johnson emphasizes the enormous importance of myths: “Mythology was sacred to primitive people; it was as though their myths contained their very souls. Their lives were cradled within their mythology, and the death of their mythology, as happened with the American Indians, meant the destruction of their lives and spirits.”6

Similarly, Elemire Zolla sees in myth a connecting link between scientific knowledge  and  emotional  understanding.  Myth,  because  it  is  not  simply aligned with intellect, can never be entirely clear, but must also correspond to a nondualist metaphysics, in other words, a philosophy that is not purely rational and discursive. Zolla sees possible resolutions in Indian philosophy, such as that of Nāgārjuna and 
Śaṃkara. The natural scientist Costa Beauregard (quoted by Zolla) sees it this way as well in his works on the transfer of information by disintegrated atoms, where only such nondualist metaphysics can adequately grapple with the enigma of modern physics. Zolla dreams further that, perhaps after several generations of dealing with such philosophies from a logical-positive standpoint, the incompatible data of physics might become self-evident, and with that, finally, emotions and cognition might again agree.7

For C. G. Jung, myths reflect subliminal psychological and spiritual 
processes. Spontaneous creations of the collective unconscious, they bring to 
the surface archetypes, spiritual patterns that possess validity always and 
everywhere.

To understand fully something as complex as a myth calls for a special method of discovery. For Evola, that method requires an insight that holds within itself at once a vision and a call to action. Franz Vonessen concerns himself with exactly this problem in his essay “Der Mythos vom Weltscheier” (The myth of the worldly veil; 
	Antaios 4 [Stuttgart, 1963]: 2):

For an examination of a myth to be fair, it must take seriously the myth’s claim to truth. This means that the philosophical problem of mythology is first of all a problem of the critique of knowledge, first articulated clearly by Schelling: “The question here is not from which vantage point can our philosophy most easily explain a phenomenon, but just the opposite—which philosophy does the phenomenon demand in order to bring the observer to its level. Not how must the phenomenon be turned and twisted so we need not step over the bounds of our principles, but rather, where must our thoughts broaden to be in proportion with the phenomenon.”

Not without reason does philosophy newly concern itself with myth.8 As B. R. Girardet formulates in his Mythes et mythologies politiques 
	(Myths and political mythologies), “The myth can be understood only if it is completely lived from the heart, but to do so makes it impossible to describe it objectively.”9

Evola naturally had forerunners for his Traditional conception of history, above all Giambattista Vico (1688–1744), who was probably the first to attend to myths to reach the inner spiritual core of antiquity. Then, as we have seen, there is the philosopher of German idealism, Friedrich Wilhelm von Schelling (1755–1854). This method was made famous, however, by the Swiss mythologist Jakob Johann Bachofen, from whom Evola borrowed basic concepts and interpretations, even if he did disagree with some of his assessments. Evola also assisted Bachofen’s breakthrough in Italy by translating and publishing an anthology of his works in Italian.

A short excerpt from Bachofen’s Versuch über die Gräbersymbolik der Alten 
	(Essay on the ancients’ grave symbolism; Basel, 1859) should clarify his view: “The language is strung together in parts and brings to light only bit by bit that which, in order to be fully grasped, inevitably must be presented to the soul at a glance. Words make infinity finite; symbols (and myth, as well) lead the spirit over the border of the finite into the realm of the infinite, manifest world.”10 In conclusion, however, it is René Guénon, Evola’s great master in the area of esoterics, from whom he learned the most about the Traditional method.

What cannot remain unmentioned here, however, is the reciprocal influence that developed between Evola and Mircea Eliade. True, Eliade’s approach to myth, in recent times ever more controversial, was considerably influenced by the scholar of religions Gerardus van der Leeuw.11 Eliade also spoke of “archetypes”—granted, with a different meaning from C. G. Jung’s. Still, a certain similarity with the Traditional method is definitely ascertainable, as has been noted by Piero di Vona, a philosopher at the University of Naples.12 Eliade kept in correspondence with Evola from 1927 until his death. They also met in person in 1936 in Romania.13

A great and famous opponent of the Traditional method is Umberto Eco. In his introduction to Maria Pia Pozzato’s 
	L’idea deforme (The deformed idea; Milan, 1989), he picks to pieces René Guénon’s 
	Le Roi du monde (The king of the world)—one of the sources for Evola’s Grail book—calling it a classic example of the “slipping away” of meaningful statement. In the Traditional point of view, he argues, everything shows a relationship of analogy, unity, or similarity with everything else, and thus no meaningful statement can be distinguished.

In a scientific, semiotic mode of thinking, such traditional analogies naturally have no place. However, they do have the capability to move deeply. And if, as Jung says, reality is that which is effective, then myths are also reality. Here, of course, completely different definitions of reality come into play.

To search for salvation in reason alone presents at least two difficulties. First, the impulse toward reason is itself prerational. Second, since humans are not entirely rational, reason alone cannot find an explanation for the entire human. Purely rational explanations can only be partial explanations.

Apropos a political thinker such as Evola, a point of utmost importance may not be left out: the problem of the political myth. In Kurt Hoffmann’s 
	Die Wirklichkeit des Mythos (The reality of myth; Munich, 1965), the publisher writes in his introduction: “It is the misfortune of politics that it is primarily the false myths that have shaped history—myths of earthly redemption, the apocalyptic myth of the classless society, the myths of blood and soil and the chosen people.” A whole series of philosophers, sociologists, and political scientists, not to mention scholars of religion, demand for this reason a radical demythologizing and a replacement of the myth with discursive thought. David Müller calls this tendency mythoclasm, by analogy with 
	iconoclasm: in place of the smashing of idols, the smashing of myths.14

Nevertheless, as the Swiss philosopher Jeanne Hersch writes in her essay “Mythos und Politik” 
	(Myth and politics):

All politics are based on myth. . . . At the level of politics, positivism, strictly taken, is thus intolerable. . . . The political myth is therefore neither positive reality nor pure fiction; it is an effective fiction. Of course, one could retort that each plan or agenda is also a fiction that claims the effectiveness for itself. The difference, however, between agenda and myth is that the agenda plans an objective change of things and relations for the future, whereas the myth at the same time relates its purpose to the immediate present, and in so doing concerns itself with the essence of the action. It holds the ambiguity of the political, human, and timely reality together in itself. . . .

One doesn’t reach a clear political reality by trying to justify or reveal the political myth, as if it were a matter of simple subtraction. The “end of ideologies,” of which much talk is made today, would not mean the beginning of a new time when politics would be sincere and controllable and based only on social “realities” and public spirit. The end of ideologies would bring with it the underestimation of the true nature of politics. The results would be either the blind and dull role of an unknown, ignored, and unchallenged ideology, or the disappearance of the political to the advantage of a pure technocracy, whose value and purpose would be regarded as self-evident, and which would in turn, therefore, also rule undoubted and unchallenged. In both cases the people would be marked by a tyranny so deep that freedom would leave their spirits, and the people would cease to exist.”15

Hersch also coins two infinitely important theorems for a political culture: “One doesn’t attain the political truth by turning off the myth, but by tolerating in the present the tension of conflicting myths. One then takes upon oneself the contradiction that comes out of that conflict, as well as the incompatible claim of value. From this it in no way follows that these values are false and that everything is allowed, but in fact the opposite, that they are all valid, and that everything must be attempted without the promise of consummation.”

Even though humans are “without myths not human,” we must pose questions of myths and of ourselves; reason and myth must coexist in a dynamic relationship, and in so doing reflect the human essence. Here is where demythologization also has its place.16 As Kurt Sontheimer explains in his 
	Antidemokratisches Denken in der Weimarer Republik (Antidemocratic thought in the Weimar Republic), a study of a time and place in which a strong leaning toward the mythical, religious, and metaphysical was evident, what is required is not a complete rejection of myth, but a distinct means of perceiving myth. Different problems call for different methods of perception.

A final word concerning Evola’s epilogue to The Mystery of the Grail: 
	It cannot be disputed that Evola had a tendency to subscribe to conspiracy theories. It is important to note that he, in this case strongly under the influence of René Guénon, doesn’t accuse a specific group of people of wanting to seize world domination for themselves. His theory extends itself far more into the transcendental realm and must be seen on a virtually cosmic scale. (Besides Guénon, one can also detect the influence here of an antimodernist Catholic body of ideas, to which, above all, Joseph de Maistre—who was also a Freemason—and Donoso Cortés are related.)17 The power that Evola held responsible for the fall of the world since antiquity could be seen, in his view, only as a spiritual, “nonhuman” power. And should individuals or groups actually play a part in it, they are to him simply unconscious tools of a much higher nature in a completely different sphere.



PART ONE

Approaching the Mystery of the Grail




1

The Literary Prejudice

Anyone who wants to comprehend the essence of the chivalric romances and epics to which the cycle of the Grail belongs (together with many other analogous and related writings) must overcome a series of prejudices, the first of which is what I call the 
literary prejudice.

I am referring to the bias displayed by those who regard romances and legends merely as fantastic and poetic human works, whether of an individual or collective authorship; these people deny anything that may have a higher, symbolic value and that cannot be regarded as an arbitrary creation. It is precisely this symbolic, objective, and superindividual element, however, that constitutes the core of sagas, legends, myths, adventurous feats, and epics of the traditional world.1 This element did not always originate from a perfectly conscious intention. Especially in the case of semicollective works, the most important and meaningful elements have often been expressed almost unconsciously by their authors, who did not realize they were obeying some external influences; these influences at a certain point employed the direct intentions or the creative spontaneity of certain personalities or groups as means to an end.

Thus, even in cases in which spontaneous, poetic, or fantastic compositions appear to be in the forefront, such elements nonetheless have the value of a contingent covering and vehicle of expression, at which only a superficial reader may stop. Some authors intended simply to engage in artistic compositions and were indeed successful at that, so much so that their productions are enjoyed by those who know about and care for the aesthetic perspective only. This does not mean that these people, in their “artistic productions” and in their spontaneity, have not also done something else; they have either preserved and transmitted or activated a higher content, which a trained eye will always be able to recognize. Some authors would undoubtedly be shocked if they were clearly shown that this is indeed what has happened in their works.

In the legendary traditional compositions, however, the authors usually were not aware of engaging in something that goes beyond mere art and fantasy, even though they almost always had only a confused sensation of the scope of the themes that they put at the center of their creations. A concept from the domain of individual psychology has been extended to the domain of sagas and of legends, namely, that of a peripheral consciousness and, beneath it, an area of subtler, deeper, and more important influences. From a psychoanalytic perspective, dreams are among those states in which such influences, which have been repressed or excluded from waking consciousness, take direct control of the power of imagination, translating themselves into symbolic images. Ordinary consciousness experiences these images without understanding their real content. The more these images or phantasms appear to be extravagant or incoherent, the more we must suspect the existence of a latent, intelligent, and meaningful content.

This is what should be thought in many cases about sagas, legends, adventures, myths, and even fairy tales. And so it often happens that the most fantastic, strange, improbable and incoherent aspect, which is less likely to have an aesthetic or historical value and therefore is usually set aside, eventually offers the best way to understand the central element that bestows upon such compositions its true sense and at times even its higher historical meaning. According to a saying in a particular tradition, which later on I will show to be related to that of the Grail: “Where I have spoken more clearly and openly about our science, there I have spoken obscurely and mysteriously.” The Roman emperor Julian wrote: “When myths on sacred subjects are incongruous in thought, by that very fact they cry aloud, as it were, and summon us not to believe them literally, but to study and track down their hidden meaning.”2

This, then, is the first prejudice that needs to be overcome. This prejudice influences the interpretation of the medieval romances and especially the literature of the Love’s Lieges 
	(Fedeli D’Amore). In this type of literature, owing to the preponderance of the artistic and poetic element, which was used as a covering, many people have regarded as iconoclast any attempt to set forth an extraliterary exegesis, namely, any attempt to penetrate the mystery found within this poetic literature. Such an attempt is related not only to the influences that have generated the Grail cycle but also to certain organizations that have acted in history “behind the scenes.”



2

The Ethnological Prejudice

A second prejudice that has to be overcome is the ethnological one. This prejudice essentially concerns an order of researches that have begun to unearth many hidden roots of the cycle of legends to which the Grail belongs. These studies have not been able to recognize in these legends anything other than fragments of folklore and of ancient, primitive, popular beliefs. It is important to make a clarification in regard to this subject, because the presence of such elements in the Grail tradition is real. Moreover, they constitute the guiding thread that reconnects the historical aspect, which is relative to the presence and to the effectiveness of a particular tradition, to the suprahistorical and initiatory aspect of the legend of the Grail.

First of all, it is necessary to extend to the collective dimension the relativity of the “creative” aspect that I have previously discussed in relation to individual productions, since most people see in folklore a spontaneous popular production, or a fantastic collective product, that is mixed with superstitions and needs to be considered for all practical purposes as an oddity. Influenced by such a prejudice, the so-called ethnological schools, just like the psychoanalytical trends devoted to the study of the “collective unconscious,” have engaged in various researches that always amount to a systematic, contaminating reduction of what is higher and superior to what is lower and inferior.

At this point I must dispute the very notion of “primitiveness” that is attributed today to some popular traditions. Far from being “primitive” (i.e., primordial), in most cases such traditions are nothing but degenerated residues that must be reconnected to very ancient cycles of civilization. Thus I concur with René Guénon’s assessment that so-called folklore,

in almost every instance, contains traditional elements in the true sense of the word, although at times they are deformed, diminished, or fragmentary. These elements have a real, symbolic value and thus, far from originating in people’s minds, do not even have a human origin; the only popular thing is merely the fact that they have “survived,” considering that these elements belong to traditional forms that by now have disappeared.

These extinct traditional forms sometimes are to be traced 
to such a distant past that it would be impossible to determine it, a past that 
is therefore confined to the obscure domain of prehistory. In this regard, 
people act as some sort of more or less unconscious collective memory, the content of which is derived from some other source.1

Likewise, I agree with Guénon’s explanation concerning the peculiar fact that people in these cases are the bearers of many elements belonging to a higher plane, such as the initiatory one, and therefore to a plane that is in essence “unpopular”:

When a traditional form is about to become extinct, its last representatives can willingly entrust to that collective memory what would otherwise be lost. This, in other words, is the only way to salvage what can still be salvaged. At the same time, the natural lack of understanding of the masses is a sufficient guarantee that what had an esoteric character may not be lost, but that it rather may continue to exist as a sort of witness of the past to those who in a later epoch will be able to comprehend it.2

This last observation is especially true in the case of the elements of the allegedly “pagan,” Nordic-Western folklore that are present in the legends of the Grail and King Arthur. These elements, once properly integrated (i.e., brought back to their original symbolic meaning through traditional and even intertraditional references), will convey the true meaning that certain romances and epics incorporated. These romances were highly regarded in the medieval knightly world and also had a relationship with the Ghibelline ideal of the 
imperium and with various secret traditions and groups that inherited, in various forms, the spiritual legacy of this ideal.

Thus we can clearly see the difference between this perspective and the above-mentioned psychoanalytical theories concerning the subconscious or collective unconscious, in which the latter has become a sort of grab bag containing all kinds of things, all of which are considered, more or less, in terms of “life,” “atavism,” and the “irrational.” What such theories regard uniformly as the “unconscious” should rather be considered the superconsciousness. It is simply ridiculous to regard myths and symbols as manifestations or archetypes of “life,” considering that their nature is essentially metaphysical and that they have nothing to do with “life,” unless we are talking about their empty shells. It is pointless to remark, as C. G. Jung and Richard Wilhelm have done,3 that any positive consideration must be limited to the study of the manifestations of the “unconscious,” understood as pure experiences, without any reference to transcendent elements.

The truth is that when there are no firm reference points, there is no hope of orienting oneself through various experiences, of understanding and evaluating them, especially when experience as a whole is abusively identified with some of its particular modalities, which at times are even affected by pathological factors. This has been abundantly demonstrated by the outcome of all the various psychoanalytical interpretations. These attempts fail to reach the plane of the spirit. Moreover, even when they do not lead to a subnormal world of neuropaths and hysterics by producing such aberrations as those found in Sigmund Freud’s 
	Totem and Taboo, they nevertheless produce (as in the case of Jung’s theory of “archetypes”) confused perceptions that are greatly influenced by the new superstitious cult of what is “vital” and “irrational,” thereby proving not so much to lack assumptions as to have mistaken ones.



3

Concerning the Traditional Method

What still needs to be overcome is the tendency to derive the fundamental themes of the Grail and of the imperial myth solely from a particular historical movement, by supposing an external, casual, and empirical transmission. According to a widespread opinion, the Grail is essentially a Christian legend. Some have instead hypothesized a Celtic-pagan origin;1 others favor an Indo-Chinese origin;2 still others argue for a Syrian origin;3 and some have made references to alchemy.4 On another plane, not only has the Grail been associated with the doctrines of the Cathars and the ancient Persians, but some have even attempted to identify characters and historical locations described in the legend (France, according to some, Iran, according to others).

No matter how legitimate these comparisons may be, what is significant is the spirit in which they are drawn. The characteristic feature of the method that I call “traditional” (in opposition to the profane, empirical, and critical-intellectual method of modern research), consists in emphasizing the universal character of a symbol or teaching, and in relating it to corresponding symbols found in other traditions, thus establishing the presence of something that is both superior and antecedent to each of these formulations, which are different from and yet equivalent to each other. Since any one tradition may have given to a common meaning a more complete, typical, and transparent expression than have the others, seeking to establish correspondences is consequently one of the most fruitful ways to understand and integrate what in other cases is found in a more obscure or fragmentary form.

Although this is the method I intend to follow, it is not the one favored by most modern scholars. First of all, these scholars establish not true correspondences but opaque derivations. In other words, they investigate the empirical and always uncertain circumstance of the material transmission of certain ideas or legends from one people to another, or from one literature to another, thus ignoring that wherever we find at work influences characteristic of a plane deeper than that of a merely individual conscience, a correspondence and a transmission may take place also through nonordinary ways, that is, without specific temporal and spatial conditions and without external historical contacts. Second and foremost, every comparison in such modern research ends up becoming a shifting rather than a widening of perspective. For instance, when a scholar discovers the correspondence of some themes of the legend of the Grail with other themes found, say, in the Persian tradition, this is regarded by him as a “research into the original sources”; the end result is that he will proudly announce to the world, “The Grail is a Persian symbol!” The new reference does not help him to clarify one tradition through another or to understand one tradition through the universal, metaphysical, and suprahistorical element that may be more visible in a corresponding symbol formulated in another tradition. In other words, this amounts to a random shift of perspective in a two-dimensional model. It is not research into that vantage point that, more than others, may help to lead one from the two superficial dimensions to the third dimension, namely, depth, which may act as a conduit or as an ordering center for all the other data.

At this point I wish to make a further clarification concerning attempts to interpret the Grail in terms of historical figures and situations, considering that such attempts have also been made in other legends that have important connections with the Grail (e.g., those of King Arthur and Prester John).

Generally speaking, in these attempts we detect the so-called euhemeristic tendency, which has been taken up by modern scholars because of their irresistible impulse to reduce the superior to the inferior whenever possible. According to modern scholars, the figures found in myths and legends are merely abstract sublimations of historical figures, which have eventually replaced the latter and become myths and fantastic tales. On the contrary, the opposite is true: there are realities of a superior, archetypal order, which are shadowed in various ways by symbols and myths. It may happen that in the course of history, certain structures or personalities will embody these realities. When this happens, history and superhistory intersect and integrate each other; human fantasy may then instinctively attribute the traits of myth to those characters and structures because reality has somehow become symbolic and symbol has become reality. In these cases, the euhemeristic interpretation totally subverts the true relationships. Here myth constitutes the primary element and should be regarded as the starting point, while the historical figure or datum is only one of the various contingent and conditioned expressions of this superior order of things.

Elsewhere I have indicated the true sense of the apparently absurd and arbitrary relationships that certain legends have established between different historical figures. These relationships were established even though these figures, while lacking any historical common factor in space and time, were obscurely perceived to be equivalent manifestations of a single principle or function. The reason behind some genealogies, which are apparently not any less extravagant, is also analogous: a legendary lineage expresses figuratively a spiritual continuity, which may be real even without a biological continuity in space and time. The genealogies of the kings of the Grail, Lohengrin, Arthur, Prester John, Helias, and others should be regarded essentially in this fashion. Moreover, it is precisely such ideal situations, which proceed from the abovementioned interaction between history and superhistory, that give us the fundamental key to understand the genesis and the meaning of the legend of the Grail and of those elements in it that lead back not only to the suprahistorical idea of the Empire but also to one of its particular manifestations in the Western medieval world.
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The Historical Context of the Mystery of the Grail

When we isolate the texts that make up the Grail cycle, we find that they repeat a few essential themes, which are expressed through the symbolism of knightly figures and deeds. What we are dealing with, then, are essentially the themes of a mysterious 
center; of a quest and a spiritual 
test; of a regal succession or 
restoration, which sometimes assumes the character of a healing or avenging action. Percival, Gawain, Galahad, Ogier, Lancelot, and Peredur are essentially various names portraying the same human type; likewise, King Arthur, Joseph of Arimathea, Prester John, and the Fisher King are equivalent figures and variations on another theme. Also equivalent are images of various mysterious castles, islands, kingdoms, and inaccessible and adventurous lands, which in the narratives are described in a series that, on the one hand, creates a strange, surrealistic atmosphere but, on the other, often ends up becoming monotonous.

I have already mentioned that all this has or is susceptible of having the character of a “mystery” in the initiatory sense of the word. But in the specific form in which all this is expressed in the Grail cycle, we must recognize the point at which a suprahistorical reality imposed itself on history, closely associating the symbols of that mystery to the confused yet lively sensation that its effective realization required to solve the spiritual and temporal crisis of an entire epoch, namely, the medieval ecumenical-imperial age.

The Grail cycle originated from this very specific situation. The evocation of primordial and suprahistorical motifs intersected the ascent of a historical tradition at a point of equilibrium, around which a subject of varied nature and origin precipitated and was crystallized, unified by its susceptibility to the expression of a common motif. Thus we must start from the idea of a fundamental, inner unity of the various texts, and of the various figures, symbols, and adventures proper to them, and proceed to discover the latent capability of a text to integrate and continue another, until a thorough exposition of some fundamental themes is achieved. To bring back such motifs to their universal, intertraditional meaning and to an overall metaphysics of history would be a repetition of what I have tried to do in another work of mine;1 here I must limit myself to articulating the reference points that are most crucial to our comprehension of the simultaneously historical and suprahistorical meaning of the mystery of the Grail.



PART TWO

Principles and Prior Events
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The Olympian Cycle

According to the way of thinking I have espoused, that which was manifested in various people as an authentic tradition is not something relative, determined by external or merely historical events. Rather, it always points to elements of a knowledge that is unique in its essence. These elements always have the character of constants.

Traditional teaching, though in various forms, had always and everywhere upheld the belief in the existence of a primordial race that embodied a transcendent spirituality; for that reason, this race was often regarded as divine or “like the gods.” I have defined its structure as 
Olympian; by this term I mean to signify an innate superiority or a nature that is essentially supernature. A force from above is found in this race as a presence, predestining it to command, to the royal function; it shows it to be the race of “those who are” and “those who can,” and sometimes to be a 
solar race.

Belief in a Golden Age, which is found in many traditions, is a distant memory of that race. Later peoples also formulated a suprahistorical view of that race’s function and seat, or place of origin; this occurred because at one point, that which had been manifest became hidden. Owing to a progressive involution of mankind, which was likewise recorded in several traditions, the function exercised by this race became gradually invisible, and that direct contact between historical and suprahistorical elements was interrupted. This is the meaning, for instance, of Hesiod’s teachings, according to which the beings of the primordial age never died but rather took an invisible form to guide mortal beings.1 Thus, a shift occurred from the theme of the Golden Age to a metaphysical kingdom, to which all the dominators “from above” are related in a mysterious, objective, and ontological way; this is the case both with the real heirs of the primordial tradition and with those who reproduced more or less perfectly and consciously the primordial type of 
	regnum in a given land and civilization. This is how the traditional notion of an invisible “King of Kings,” or “Universal Ruler,” or “King of the World,” came to be associated with specific symbols, some of which derive directly from analogies, while others are mythologized memories of the land or lands where the primordial Olympian cycle unfolded.
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