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To Kiri,


γνώθι σεαυτόν,


with love





An ART & WILL Book




By the same author


The King Arthur Conspiracy:


How a Scottish Prince Became a Mythical Hero


Who Killed William Shakespeare?


The Murderer, The Motive, The Means









To the man who has no magic in his blood the cavern of Keltic profundity is for ever sealed. He who approaches it must, I feel, not alone be of the ancient stock of the first culture-bringers of this island, but he must also have heard since childhood the deep and repeated call of ancestral voices urging him to the task of the exploration of the mysteries of his people.


Lewis Spence, The Mysteries of Britain




Here is the Book of thy Descent,


Here begins the Book of the Sangreal,


Here begin the terrors,


Here begin the miracles.


Perlesvaus











AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book is the result of an experiment. As is fitting for an exploration of the history, mythology and science of the ‘Holy Grail’, it grew out of a challenge – to write a book in 12 instalments, with each new chapter being published at the end of each month on the Moon Books blog. Compiling a book in this manner was a new experience, and I am indebted to Trevor Greenfield of Moon Books for initiating the quest and accepting me as the fool who would be a knight.


Thanks must also go to my two principle collaborators: to John M. Gist, who happily read through and gave me supremely useful feedback on every chapter as it began to take shape, and whose intelligence, discernment, enthusiasm and knowledge of philosophy and religion were invaluable; and to Lloyd Canning, whose fascinating illustrations helped me to visualise the themes of each chapter, and with whom I enjoyed many an evening of tea and talk as we sketched out our ideas. Thanks also to Hugh McArthur, Clan Arthur Seannachie, and to Andrew Sinclair, who gave my career a very early boost. But as always, the biggest thanks go to my long-suffering helpmate and life partner, Kim.


Finally, there is a system at work in this book. Those who seek the key will find it in so many clear concise lucid words, repeated by degrees, with a free life entailed and an eye that initially leaps from the page.


Simon Andrew Stirling
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1
The Waste Land




…there is an Unknown Country lying beneath the places that we know, and appearing only in moments of revelation.


Hilaire Belloc





THE YEAR is 1984. A-Level French. We’re reading Tueur sans Gages.


Bérenger, a nondescript Everyman, is being shown around the Radiant City by the Architect, who also happens to be the Superintendent of Police. The Radiant City fills Bérenger with amazement: everything is suffused with a brilliant light, and it never rains. He is reminded of an old memory, of a time when ‘there was a blazing fire inside me …’




Everything was virgin, purified, discovered anew … I felt I was there at the gates, at the very centre of the universe … I walked and ran and cried: I am, I am, everything is, everything is!





But the glorious feeling had passed, replaced by a ‘chaotic vacuum’, the ‘immense sadness you feel at a moment of tragic and intolerable separation.’


‘And since then, it’s been perpetual November … The light of dawn has gone! And to think we call this civilisation!’


The Architect is hardly listening to him. A telephone keeps ringing, which the Architect keeps in his pocket, taking it out to answer it. He is both out of the office and still at work.


When Eugène Ionesco wrote Tueur sans Gages in 1957, the idea that a municipal functionary would carry a phone in his pocket was absurd. It still seemed pretty surreal in 1984. But ten years later, I had a phone I could keep in my pocket so that, like the Architect, I was never entirely out of the office.


Looking back, Ionesco’s absurdist drama – usually entitled The Killer in English – reads like a snapshot of the 20th century: a time when the absurd became commonplace.


Bérenger is astonished to discover that nobody wants to live in the ideal city. There is a killer on the loose. And no one, it seems, can be bothered to catch him. The police are too busy directing traffic and menacing the public. A Schoolmaster teaches nonsensical history and a political agitator promises to change everything by changing nothing – ‘If an ideology doesn’t apply to real life, we’ll say it does and it’ll be perfect … We’ll replace the myths … by slogans … and the latest platitudes!’ Finally, Bérenger finds himself on an echoing street, desperately trying to reason with the chuckling Killer. The play ends on a note of despair as Bérenger sinks to his knees and moans:




‘Oh God! There’s nothing we can do. What can we do … What can we do …’





This, you could say, was the 20th century in a nutshell. We were continually promising to build the city of the future, but the Killer still lurked in the suburbs and the subways.


For all our technological advances – from bombs that could wipe out whole cities to phones you could carry in your pocket – there was something fundamental missing. Bérenger understood this: ‘What I’m suffering from doesn’t show, it’s theoretical, spiritual.’ Another word would be ‘existential’. The problem was one of existence.


T.S. Eliot put a name to it in a poem published in the wake of the First World War. Western society seemed zombified, fragmented, morally adrift:




Unreal City,


Under the brown fog of a winter dawn,


A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,


I had not thought death had undone so many.





Little had changed in the 35 years which separated the Unreal City of Eliot’s The Waste Land from Ionesco’s Radiant City on the outskirts of a damp, grey Paris. The need for escape – through sex, drugs, consumerism, political extremism or Eastern mysticism – increased as the century wore on. Television came as a narcotic, the new opiate of the people. But the dis-ease remained: the essential, existential problem would not go away.


The Grail castle


In a series of talks given in 1969 in San Diego, California, a Jungian analyst named Robert A. Johnson approached the problem – much as T.S. Eliot had done in The Waste Land – from the direction of myth, arguing that the medieval legend of Perceval could be interpreted as an essay on modern man. The burden of these lectures was published in He: Understanding Masculine Psychology (1974).


Robert A. Johnson had turned to a 12th century myth to elucidate a 20th century predicament. Like Ionesco’s Bérenger, Johnson’s Perceval is an Everyman figure. Raised in seclusion by his mother, Perceval encounters five knights in the forest and assumes that they are angels. When he learns that they are in fact knights, he resolves to become a knight himself. His mother dies of a broken heart when Perceval rides off.


During the course of his adventures, Perceval happens upon the Grail Castle, where he sits down to dine with the Fisher King. A mute procession passes in front of him. First, a squire enters the chamber, carrying a lance which bleeds from the tip. The squire is followed by two youths bearing golden candle-holders. With them is a maiden; beautiful, noble and richly-attired, she carries in her two hands a ‘grail’ which lights up the room.


Perceval had previously been advised not to be too talkative, and so he refrains from enquiring about this strange ritual. He goes to bed and wakes up to find the castle deserted. As he rides out, the drawbridge snaps shut behind him. He soon finds himself being criticised for his failure to ask the crucial question.


Robert A. Johnson considered Perceval’s experience in the Fisher King’s castle to be typical of young men. At some point during adolescence, every youth stumbles into a Grail Castle. The world suddenly appears different: magical, full of promise, as if his consciousness has been raised. He senses that the universe holds possibilities beyond anything he had imagined.


William Wordsworth expressed a similar feeling, softly and succinctly, in his Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood:




There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream,


The earth, and every common sight,


To me did seem


Apparell’d in celestial light,


The glory and the freshness of a dream.





The experience also compares with Bérenger’s memories in Tueur sans Gages of his adolescent awakening: ‘I was deeply aware of the unique joy of being alive … Suddenly the joy became more intense, breaking all bounds! And then, oh what indescribable bliss took hold of me!’


Robert Johnson believed that this moment ‘usually happens around fifteen or sixteen years of age’ (Bérenger recalls that he had last experienced ‘that dazzling radiance, that glowing feeling’ when he was seventeen or eighteen). It is not just in early childhood that the world can appear apparelled in celestial light; even in mid-to-late adolescence a young man can be pleasantly surprised by a moment of transcendence, a glimpse of the Grail.


What this moment consists of – and how it might be recreated –will be part of the subject of this study. For now, we might simply observe that the ‘Grail Castle’ experience which, Johnson claimed, is shared by every young male (though the experience is invariably a solitary one) comprises a brief interlude in which the youth ceases to be governed by thinking and succumbs to being. It is as if the boundaries of the ego (still forming in adolescence) are dissolved. The barrier between the inner ‘subjective’ realm and the outer ‘objective’ reality collapses, and the young man is suddenly immersed in the world – a participant, rather than a detached spectator.


Plato’s cave


For most of our waking hours we inhabit a world of hard surfaces, which we apprehend from the viewpoint of an isolated, self-enclosed ‘I’. Thus, I see a rock and recognise it as something solid and immobile. There is a distance, a gulf between me and the rock, even as I reach out to touch it, because ‘I’ am the subject and the rock is the object. We are separate things.


Modern man assumes that this is the only reality there is. The Celtic imagination, however, regards certain places as ‘thin’, which is as much as to say that the seemingly impenetrable veil between realities – the inner ‘I-ness’ and the outer ‘Other-ness’ – can become flimsy and permeable.


The Greek philosopher Plato described, in The Republic, a group of prisoners chained to the floor of a cave, watching shadows on the wall. Because they can see nothing else, the prisoners believe that they are observing reality. But this perception is false. What the prisoners see are merely the silhouettes of things which exist beyond the limits of their vision.


Our everyday reality is something of a shadow-play. We see forms but seldom suspect that they might be manifestations of a deeper reality. If we could but loosen our chains and swivel round we would discover – after our eyes had adjusted to the unaccustomed light – something more substantial than the shadows we had been viewing before. This, argued Plato (or rather his mouthpiece, Socrates), is how liberated philosophers perceive the world. It is also what the Celt meant by a ‘thin’ place, for it is possible that the walls of the cave can shimmer and fade, and for the immanent reality which underscores the apparent world to reveal itself.


This can only happen when we abandon the ego habit and abolish the artificial distinction between subject and object, the ‘I’ and the ‘Other’ – that is, when we stop thinking and start being.


If Robert Johnson’s interpretation of the Grail myth is correct, and if Eugène Ionesco’s drama is anything to go by, the experience of a contented and awakened state of being is not uncommon, at least in adolescence. It struck Bérenger as he was walking along a narrow street in a little country town and Perceval as he sat down to dine with the Fisher King. In both instances, a dominant theme is light: the ‘celestial light’ which, as Wordsworth recalled from his childhood, vouchsafed him a vague sense, an intimation or presentiment, of immortality. Bérenger remembers that the ‘light grew more and more brilliant … It’s as if there were four suns in the sky’. Perceval beholds the Grail, borne by a beautiful maiden: ‘After she had entered the hall carrying the grail the room was so brightly illumined that the candles lost their brilliance like stars and the moon when the sun rises.’


Returning to Plato’s parable of the cave, we can posit that the peak experience which occurs during childhood and/or adolescence happens because the metaphorical chains which hold us down are loosened and we find ourselves facing, not the wall of the cave, but the entrance, where the things which cast their shadows on the wall are brightly illuminated. Dazzled at first, we enjoy a momentary glimpse of the world as it really is – apparelled in celestial light,


The glory and the freshness of a dream.


But the moment passes. The vision crumbles, the radiant light fades, and we are thrust back into Bérenger’s ‘perpetual November, perpetual twilight, twilight in the morning, twilight at midnight, at noon.’ Perceval awakes to find the castle deserted. The gates slam shut and the hidden retreat of the Fisher King disappears from view.


THE QUEST BEGINS


In his analysis of the Perceval legend, Robert A. Johnson put this sudden, crushing return to everyday reality down to immaturity. The adolescent male who experiences the Grail moment has yet to acquire the spiritual or psychological resources to make the most of it. Perceval remains tongue-tied in the presence of the ‘grail’ and this, we soon learn, is a grave error – had he asked the appropriate questions, the Fisher King would have been restored to health. Such reticence, though, is understandable: who can know what questions are to be asked of the moment of transcendence, the vision of radiance, when it occurs during the teen years?


Johnson cited an old proverb from the Middle Ages which held that ‘a person has a chance at the splendour of God, at the golden world, twice in his life – once early in adolescence and again when he is forty-five or fifty.’ The first visit to the Grail Castle is a kind of preparatory experience, a transitory glimpse of a reality which exists beyond the narrow bounds of egoconsciousness. The opportunity will arise again, later in life, when hopefully we are better prepared for it.


Without that initial Grail experience life would be pretty meaningless, a brutish struggle for survival consisting of little more than ‘getting and spending’, in Wordsworth’s words (‘The world is too much with us; late and soon, / Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers’). Bérenger admits that ‘It’s only the memory of what happened that’s helped me to go on living in this grey city.’ But the memory also turns Bérenger into an alienated outsider, surrounded by human robots and dead souls. And this, one might say, is the very definition of the Waste Land. The land seems barren, the city ‘unreal’. The Grail experience – always a solitary one – shows us the reality behind appearances. After that, nothing in our daily lives seems really real.


The young man who dimly remembers his moment of awakening, the dawning of a sort of super-consciousness, can never be truly at peace. Life outside the Grail Castle is painfully empty. Endless amounts of energy will be expended – and much money spent – in trying to rediscover the entrance to the ‘hidden retreat’ or to compensate for the loss of the vision, often with disastrous consequences. The cost to the individual, his relationships, and society in general can be colossal.


It would help if we could only avoid falling into the trap of believing the Grail to be a thing. Such thinking is typical of a materialistic age and leads only to wild-goose chases and disillusionment. The advertising industry thrives by dandling the promise of the Grail before our glassy eyes, but the Grail is not for sale. Anyone who tells you otherwise saw you coming.


By placing too much emphasis on the Grail as an artefact, a material object, the storytellers have overlooked its primary function. It was not a thing but a process, and in later chapters we will examine what this process might have involved, both in terms of the outer rituals and the inner workings of the brain (for this investigation will have no real value unless its conclusions are grounded in science and applicable to the physical universe we inhabit). Furthermore, as we shall see in the next chapter, an understanding of the process is both timely and necessary. The Grail has eluded us for too long, and we have made a terrible mess – a veritable Waste Land of our planetary home – while flailing about in a facile and costly search for the wrong thing.


Nevertheless, if we are to come anywhere near an appreciation of the Grail experience we must determine what form the Grail took. In other words, we must recognise what the Grail was before we can grapple with what it was for.



The wise fool



The earliest mention of the Grail occurs in a poem written in the 1180s by a French troubadour named Chrétien de Troyes. Perceval, le Conte du Graal runs to about 9,000 lines. Chrétien almost certainly never completed it, and a succession of poets attempted to round off the story. In addition to the total of 54,000 lines contributed by the four ‘Continuations’ of the poem there is also a short prologue or Elucidation, which names the source of the material as one ‘Master Blihis’, of whom more anon.


The hero of Chrétien’s poem is Perceval le Gallois – ‘Perceval the Welshman’. The term is potentially misleading; ‘Welsh’ derives from a Germanic word meaning ‘foreign’ and would have referred initially to the native inhabitants of Britain: especially those parts of Britain which, between the 1st and 5th centuries AD, had come under Roman rule. Perceval was not necessarily Welsh in the familiar sense of the word. He belonged to the Cymry (‘fellow-countrymen’) who were eventually driven out of their tribal lands and into modern-day Wales by the incoming English in what has been aptly described as ‘an ethnic cleansing event’.


Perceval is the naïve son of ‘the widow lady of the Waste Forest’. His father was ‘wounded through his thighs and his body maimed’ in the manner of the Fisher King, and both his elder brothers died in combat, their father then dying of grief, which explains his mother’s neurotically over-protective behaviour towards her son. But when Perceval encounters five knights riding through the forest he is overawed and eager to attain the status of knighthood. His heartbroken mother gives him some advice – always come to the aid of a maiden in distress, and if a lady offers you a ring you may take it. She then faints dead away when Perceval takes his leave of her.


He soon comes across a fine tent in a clearing. A damsel is alone and asleep inside. Perceval rushes in and kisses her (‘He who kisses a maiden gains much,’ his mother had told him). Naturally, the woman is terrified, both of the mad youth and of her jealous lover, who is not far away. The boy takes a ring from her finger by force and then helps himself to some refreshments before leaving the maiden in tears.


By displaying such youthful insensitivity – and storing up trouble for the unfortunate damsel – Perceval establishes himself as an archetypal young man, rash, brash and rude. There is more to the tent scene, however, than a mere study of juvenile manners, although it will be a while before we can spot what it is.


Onwards he rides, seeking directions to King Arthur’s castle at Carduel (unidentified, though frequently assumed to be Carlisle). As he approaches the castle he meets an armed knight, all in red, bearing in his hand a golden cup which he snatched from King Arthur’s table ‘with his wine still in it’. The Red Knight’s seizure of the golden cup seems to correspond to Perceval’s forcible removal of the ring ‘set with a shining emerald’ from the maiden’s finger. The Grail adventure – though we do not know it yet – is underway.


Perceval enters the castle to find Arthur downcast, ‘disheartened and silent’. When he finally speaks, Arthur explains that the Red Knight – ‘the greatest enemy I have, who hates and distresses me most’ – has laid claim to the land. None of Arthur’s knights rose up to challenge the king’s greatest enemy, not even when the Red Knight snatched up the golden cup, spilling its contents all over the queen. Arthur seems to doubt that his queen will survive this awful insult.


The Fisher King


Perceval desires only to be made a knight, and a ‘red knight’, no less. He offers to take the red armour of Arthur’s enemy, the knight who snatched the golden cup.


A ‘fair and noble’ maiden who had not been heard to laugh in ‘six full years or more’ greets Perceval with a laugh, telling him ‘if you live long enough, I think and believe in my heart that in this whole world there will never be, nor will anyone ever acknowledge, a better knight than yourself.’ This earns her a slap from Arthur’s thuggish steward, Kay. Perceval rides out, confronts the Red Knight and kills him. He takes the Red Knight’s armour and sends the golden cup back to Arthur’s court.


Perceval is now a knight, both in name and deed, but he has much to learn. He receives some training from a gentleman who persuades him to relinquish his coarse homespun garb (the lad is growing up) but whose sage advice – ‘He who talks too much commits a sin’ – will have dire repercussions. Perceval again rides forth and comes to the aid of an impoverished maiden whose castle is under siege (the Waste Land seems to be all around). But Perceval is anxious to return to his mother – he does not know that she died when he left her – and so he sets out to find his way home. Seeking shelter for the night, he spies a boat drifting on a river with two men inside it. One of these men is the noble Fisher King, who directs Perceval to his ‘hidden retreat’.


The Fisher King lives in agony. He was struck by a javelin through both thighs during a battle, and now the only activity he can bear to engage in is fishing. As Perceval sits down beside the Fisher King a squire enters, bearing a sword ‘made of such good steel that it could not be broken except in one singularly perilous circumstance known only to him who had forged and tempered it’ (Perceval will later be told precisely where this sword can be ‘rehammered, retempered, and repaired’). The Fisher King presents the sword to Perceval, since it was ‘ordained and destined’ for him.


Then, as Perceval and the Fisher King prepare to dine, the Grail procession makes its first appearance. A youth enters the chamber carrying a white lance which drips blood from its tip, followed by two handsome squires bearing golden candelabra ‘with enamel inlays’. With them walks an exquisite maiden clutching a graal (Chrétien’s word) in both hands. Behind her comes another maiden who carries a silver carving platter.


The graal, Chrétien tells us, was made of ‘fine pure gold’ and set with a multitude of precious stones, ‘the best and costliest to be found in earth or sea’. So brightly illumined was this wondrous item that it outshone the candles as the rising sun transcends the softer light of the moon and the stars.


The procession passes before him several times during the course of the meal but at no point does Perceval venture to ask who is served from the graal, and the Fisher King does not volunteer this information. Having been told that ‘He who talks too much commits a sin’, Perceval watches it all and says nothing. Chrétien assures us that Perceval had wanted to know who was served from the graal, but the question was put off.


A bed is prepared for him. He awakes in the morning to find the castle deserted. And soon he is castigated by a maiden – his first cousin, in fact – for neglecting to ask the meaning of the procession. His failure has only prolonged the Fisher King’s suffering. The land will remain waste.


PEREDUR FAB EFROG


A good half-century before Chrétien composed his Grail romance a Welsh latimer or ‘translator’ brought certain tales of Arthur and his companions to France, recounting them to the Count of Poitou – most likely William VII, the grandfather of the remarkable Eleanor of Aquitaine. French poets referred to this ‘translator’ as ‘Bleheris’, later ‘Blihis’ and finally ‘Blaise’, the so-called ‘master of Merlin’. No one, it seems, told the old tales better: it was said that this latimer knew ‘the history of all the counts and all the kings of Britain’.


Giraldus Cambrensis or ‘Gerald of Wales’ (c 1146 – c 1222) would later write of a ‘well-known story-teller’ named Bleddri. This storyteller can be identified as Bleddri latimer ap Kadifor, a ‘translator’ from the Carmarthen area of Wales, who served under the Norman king Henry I. The Priory of St John was founded at Carmarthen as a cell of the abbey at Battle in Sussex by King Henry I in circa 1110; Bleddri made a gift to the priory about twenty years later. He was around during the lifetime of William, Duke of Aquitaine and Count of Poitou, nicknamed ‘The Troubadour’, who died in 1126, and to whom ‘Bleheris’ or ‘Master Blihis’ told his Arthurian tales.


At about the same time as the Norman-Welsh latimer took the old tales of Arthur and his knights to France, a marble archivolt was carved and installed over the north portal of the Romanesque cathedral at Modena in Italy. The Modena Archivolt depicts a battle scene: ‘Artus de Bretania’ (Arthur of Britain) is seen attacking a fortress in which his wife is being held. Evidently, the Arthurian legends had spread through mainland Europe by the second quarter of the 12th century.


The stories circulated among the minstrels and jongleurs of medieval France, finally coming to the attention of Chrétien de Troyes. Chrétien enjoyed the patronage of Marie de France, Countess of Champagne and daughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine, the wife of Henry II of England (grandson of King Henry I). He duly created his own versions of the legends, including Yvain, le Chevalier au Lion and Le Chevalier de la Charette, which introduced the world to Sir Lancelot.


If the original tales which inspired Chrétien’s romances existed in written form at the time, those manuscripts have been lost. The earliest surviving transcriptions of Welsh poetry pertaining to the heroes of ‘The Old North’ – Yr Hen Ogledd – are found in the Black Book of Carmarthen (Llyfr Du Caerfyrddin). Compiled in about 1250, the Black Book, so-called because of its binding, is now housed in the National Library of Wales, where it is catalogued as Peniarth MS 1. It can hardly be a coincidence that the oldest collection of traditional Welsh literature should have been transcribed at the very priory in Carmarthen with which the ‘well-known story-teller’, Bleddri latimer ap Kadifor, was connected.


The stories which had most influenced Chrétien de Troyes were not written down until even later; they were preserved in the White Book of Rhydderch (also known as Peniarth MS 4 and Peniarth MS 5), which dates from the middle of the 14th century, and the Red Book of Hergest (Jesus College MS 111), compiled in about 1400. Both contain native Welsh versions of Chrétien’s Conte du Graal, in which the hero is known as Peredur.


After the elegance of Chrétien’s courtly verse the Welsh versions can seem crude in comparison. Arguably, the less refined quality of the Welsh tales betrays their antiquity, in that they drew on authentic traditions passed down from bard to bard before they were transcribed by medieval monks. Moreover, the Peredur tales name certain individuals – such as Owain, the model for Chrétien’s Yvain, Le Chevalier au Lion – who will help us to identify the historical Arthur.


Flower of knighthood


The Welsh accounts present Peredur as the son of Efrog ‘who owned the Earldom of the North’. Instantly, we are provided with a location outside the modern principality of Wales, Caer Efrog being the Welsh name for the English city of York, once the principal military garrison of the Roman province of Britannia Secunda or, as the Britons came to think of it, ‘The Old North’.


In about AD 559, Eliffer of the Great Army died defending York against the Angles. One of his sons, who became the chief of Caer Efrog, was named Peredur. As ‘Peredur son of York’ (Peredur fab Efrog), this historical prince was the inspiration behind Chrétien’s romanticised Perceval.


According to the tale, Peredur’s father and brothers had perished in combat, and so his mother brought him up far from the madding crowd and dreams of knighthood. All the same, the boy meets three knights in the forest, one of them being Owain son of Urien (a contemporary of Peredur of York). Peredur questions them and then returns to his mother, who swoons at the very mention of ‘knights’.


Peredur sets off for Arthur’s court, pausing only to take a large ring from a ‘lovely auburn-haired maiden’. Approaching Arthur’s citadel, he encounters the knight who snatched a golden goblet from Arthur’s queen, poured the contents over her and struck her a blow across the face. The knight had challenged Arthur’s courtiers to retrieve the goblet and avenge the insult done to Gwenhwyfar, but not one of them had moved. Peredur enters Arthur’s hall – where it is not a maiden who breaks her silence to greet him but a dwarf and his wife who, having been mute for a year, hail Peredur as the ‘chief of warriors, and flower of knighthood’, for which they are both beaten senseless. Peredur is told that he will receive the order of knighthood if he overthrows the churlish knight and returns the golden cup, which he does. He refuses, however, to receive the order of knighthood until he has avenged the injuries done to Mr and Mrs Dwarf.


Onward he journeys, defeating one knight after another, until he comes to a lake on the edge of a vast wood. A ‘venerable, hoary-headed man’ rises from a cushion to greet him. The man is lame. He is also Peredur’s uncle, his mother’s brother. He instructs Peredur in the ways of knighthood, admonishing him: ‘If thou seest aught to cause thee wonder, ask not the meaning of it’.


Peredur soon finds himself in another castle, the guest of another ‘hoary-headed’ old uncle. This one invites Peredur to strike an iron staple with a sword. The sword snaps in two. His uncle tells him to ‘Place the two parts together, and reunite them.’ Peredur does so. The sword is entire again. Peredur succeeds in fixing the sword twice; the third time, the sword remains broken.


Two youths enter the hall bearing ‘a spear of mighty size, with three streams of blood flowing from the point to the ground.’ The appearance of this spear causes an outbreak of wailing and lamentation.


Two maidens then enter the chamber, carrying ‘a large salver between them, in which was a man’s head, surrounded by a profusion of blood.’ There is another anguished outcry. Peredur goes to bed, and in the morning, with his uncle’s permission, he rides forth again.


There is no mention of a ‘grail’ in the Peredur story – a striking omission, given that Chrétien’s account had been around for some 200 years by the time the Welsh versions of the tale were written down. Chrétien had stressed that Perceval’s ‘failure to have asked what is done with the grail’ only prolonged the Fisher King’s agony. The Welsh accounts ignore this altogether.


Peredur vs. Perceval


Many scholars have presumed that the romance of Peredur fab Efrog is but an inferior imitation of Chrétien’s Perceval, supposing that the Frenchman’s Conte du Graal came first and was then mangled and garbled by Welsh bards. But we should not be too hasty here – for a start, the Welsh versions point to a distinct timescale (late-6th century) and geographical region (North Britain) for the setting of the legend, guiding us towards the true realm and era of Arthur and his ‘knights’. Still, the Welsh story-tellers did not include a Grail in their accounts, implying that they might not have realised what the story was really about.


We could of course spin this around to suggest that, by placing undue emphasis on an object which he called a graal, it was Chrétien who missed the point. Other elements, such as the sword which breaks but can be repaired and the spear that drips blood, are present in the Welsh story, and whereas Chrétien followed the ‘grail’ with a silver carving platter, the Welsh account comes up with something more startling: a large salver with a man’s head ‘surrounded by a profusion of blood’. It may be that the native tradition of Britain recalled that the central mystery was contained in the breakable sword, the blood-dripping lance and the head on its platter, in which case there was no need for a graal of ‘fine pure gold’. Perhaps Chrétien’s courtly sensibilities recoiled from the image of the blood-soaked head and so he replaced it with something more seemly: a ‘grail’ which lights up the room.


This takes us to the heart of the conundrum, for if it was Chrétien de Troyes who helped to shift the focus away from the assorted objects – sword, spear, salver – and onto a single item, which he termed a graal, then he set a hare running. In short, Chrétien altered the nature of the problem. The mystery of the Grail became the Grail itself: What is it? Whom does it serve?


What if these questions are the wrong ones? Or rather – what if they are perfectly good questions asked in the wrong context? (In the next chapter we shall consider some of the wrong answers which have come from asking the wrong questions about the Grail.)


Peredur is not reproached for his failure to quiz his uncle about the strange procession of the bleeding lance and the severed head. No explanation is forthcoming, but this does not reflect badly on the ‘flower of knighthood’. This raises the possibility that the procession was not meant to be questioned – or not by Peredur at any rate – which in turn suggests that Chrétien was telling a slightly different story.


In the third chapter, we shall return to the traditions of Britain to discover what the ‘grail’ might have looked like before Chrétien got hold of the tale.


But we are not yet finished with Peredur/Perceval. We should recall Robert A. Johnson’s argument that the Waste Land is a spiritual or psychological condition caused by a momentary glimpse of the Grail (for which we might read the awakened consciousness, the vision of eternal delight or the state of pure Being) which is lost through ignorance and immaturity. The Waste Land would therefore be an objective correlative or metaphor for the existential agony of being unable to forget the peak experience which occurred, once upon a time, in youth.


This interpretation arises from Chrétien’s retelling of the story, with its insistence that something called a graal is the key to the mystery and the inference that failure to ask the question = suffering = the Waste Land. But the Waste Land already exists, and the Welsh accounts let the bleeding lance and the bloody head pass by without comment, leaving us to draw our own conclusions.


PARZIVAL


The Waste Land is not caused by Perceval’s diffidence: the land was already in chaos before he set foot in the Fisher King’s hidden retreat. The debilitating wound ‘through both thighs’ had been sustained by Perceval’s father, or Peredur’s uncle, many years earlier. Arthur is morose, effectively moribund, when the boy arrives at his court. Queen Gwenhwyfar has been insulted and might not survive. Knights lay siege to damsels in their castles. It would take more than a question to put everything right.


So why did Chrétien de Troyes make such a fuss of the ‘grail’ and the questions which should have been asked: what is done with the Grail and where is it carried? More to the point, why is there no mention of a ‘grail’ in the Welsh tale and no suggestion that Peredur was at fault for not asking the question? Either the Grail mattered or it didn’t – and if it didn’t, then we have been duped into seeking a worthless item.


What exactly did Chrétien mean by a graal?


The word is an Old French one. Graal seems to have derived from the Old Provençal grazal – a cup or bowl made of earth, wood or metal; the alternative spelling, greal, can be traced back to the Old Catalan gresal, which meant the same thing. Chrétien’s graal would appear to have been just such a cup or bowl of ‘fine pure gold’ which was ‘completely uncovered’ every time the maiden carried it past Perceval, who neglected to ask who was served from it.


The idea that the Grail was a container squares with what Hélinand of Froidment, a French minstrel-turned-Cistercian monk, had to say in his Chronicon, written between 1211 and 1223. Hélinand claimed that a British hermit of the 8th century received a miraculous vision of Joseph of Arimathea and the ‘basin’ (catino) in which the Last Supper was served. Another word for this ‘basin’ was gradale. Hélinand described a gradale as a pan or saucer, ‘wide and fairly deep’ (scutella lata et aliquantulum profunda – scutella being related to scutum, a ‘shield’), in which fine foods were served to the wealthy, ‘one morsel after another in different rows’.


Hélinand’s description of a gradale would appear to indicate an ornamented, shield-shaped receptacle for use at banquets or a deep dish used as a stand for other vessels, a sort of Lazy Susan for the über-rich. He added that ‘the common people’ called it ‘greal’ because those who ate from it were ‘thankful’ (grata).


It is possible – nay, probable – that Hélinand was actually describing the Eucharist, and that he conflated gradale with the Gradual, a part of the Mass which was sung on the church steps. Hélinand remarked that the privileged were served from the gradale in step-by-step fashion (gradatim), one delicacy after another. This interpretation would appear to derive gradale from the Latin gradus, a ‘step’, and to have equated the gradale with the Eucharistic Sacrifice or Mass, which was celebrated ‘by degrees’, one step at a time.


A more likely derivation of gradale is from the Latin gradalis and its earlier form, cratalis, a variant of crater. This was a Latin loanword from Ancient Greece. At a Greek symposium or drinking party a two-handled bowl (krater) was placed in the centre of the room. Wine was mixed with water in the krater and served to the assembled guests in smaller vessels.


The maiden who passed before Perceval carrying a graal ‘with her two hands’ might well have been bearing a two-handled krater. As we shall discover, images of two-handled cups or bowls can be found throughout the realm of the historical King Arthur.


But not everyone saw the Grail in these terms.
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“Elaborate volute-style krater dating from the 4th century BC. Discovered in a tomb at Derveni, near Thessaloniki in Greece.”
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“Human uterus – the shape of which compares with the two-handled krater or mixing bowl.”



Lapsit exillis



Early in the 13th century, a Bavarian Minnesinger composed an elaborate version of the Grail legend. Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival was no straightforward attempt to complete Chrétien’s unfinished Perceval. Indeed, Wolfram accused ‘Master Christian of Troyes’ of misrepresenting the original story.


Wolfram claimed to have access to the authentic Grail tradition, preserved in an Arabic manuscript, which had reached him by way of a Provençal author called ‘Kyot’. This might not be true. Undeniably, though, Wolfram’s account is riddled with hermetic and alchemical symbolism.


The existence of the Grail, so Wolfram informs us, was revealed to one Flegetanis, a pagan astronomer whose knowledge of ‘the recession of each planet and its return’ allowed him to see ‘hidden secrets’ in the stars (maybe he had been studying the Crater constellation). The Grail had been brought down to earth by neutral angels when war broke out in heaven. Since then, it had been guarded by ‘a Christian progeny bred to a pure life’. Wolfram identified these ‘formidable fighting-men’ as the Knights Templar:




They live from a Stone whose essence is most pure … It is called ‘Lapsit exillis’. By virtue of this Stone the Phoenix is burned to ashes, in which he is reborn … Which done, it shines dazzling bright and lovely as before!





Furthermore, the Stone had the ability to forestall sickness and even death – ‘Such powers does the Stone confer on mortal men that their flesh and bones are soon made young again.’ This Stone, wrote Wolfram, ‘is also called “The Gral”.’


The Stone, which is also the ‘Gral’, compares with the Philosopher’s Stone of the alchemists: it is ‘forever incorruptible’, ‘paradisal’, ‘transcending all earthly perfection!’ The maiden who carried it was perforce required to be ‘of perfect chastity and to have renounced all things false.’ The Stone would dispense whatever food and drink a man desired. ‘As to those who are appointed to the Gral, hear how they are made known.’


Under the top edge of the Stone an inscription announces the name and lineage of the one summoned to make the glad journey. Whether it concern girls or boys, there is no need to erase their names, for as soon as a name has been read it vanishes from sight!


These children, the chosen ones, are ‘fetched from many countries and forever after are immune from the shame of sin … When they die here in this world, Paradise is theirs in the next.’


There is much that is esoteric here. Wolfram’s explanation – what the Grail was (a Stone) and where it came from (Heaven) – is clearly more fulsome, and indeed exotic, than anything we get from Chrétien de Troyes. The Stone was originally associated with Lucifer, otherwise the Morning Star or the planet Venus. Those angels who had refused to take sides when Lucifer rebelled against the Almighty carried the Stone down to earth, where a ‘warlike company’ of men (and women) received its bounty. It had something in common with the gradale, in that it would provide whatever nourishment was required, and yet it does not appear to have been a dish or bowl. The alternative name for the ‘Gral’ – Lapsit exillis – has no obvious meaning.


It is quite a leap from Chrétien’s innocent-sounding graal – absent from the Welsh accounts – to Wolfram’s extraordinary Stone, and it is tempting to feel that Wolfram was toying with us, or that he was perhaps alluding to some arcane ritual practised by the powerful and enigmatic order of the Templar knights. However, hidden away in Chrétien’s tale is a ‘dark stone’ which – whether Chrétien realised it or not – might be germane to the matter of the Grail.


Lai du cor


Just outside Arthur’s castle, the immature Perceval encounters the Red Knight who laid claim to Arthur’s lands and then snatched up a golden cup, tipping its contents all over the queen. In Wolfram’s Parzival, the ‘finely-chased goblet’ is ‘entirely of red gold’. The Red Knight waits in a meadow nearby for somebody to come and challenge him. Perceval – formerly Peredur of York – wishes to become a knight and covets the Red Knight’s armour. He rides out to face the Red Knight in combat.


While he prepares to do battle, the Red Knight places the golden cup on a ‘block of dark stone’.


Perceval kills the Red Knight. He strips him of his red armour (Peredur receiving a little help here from his near-neighbour and historical contemporary, Owain son of Urien) and sends the golden cup back to King Arthur.


Chrétien’s reference to a ‘block of dark stone’ passes by in the blink of an eye. Writing a few years later, Wolfram von Eschenbach insisted that the Grail itself was a heavenly Stone. ‘She whom the Gral suffered to carry itself’, wrote Wolfram, had to be ‘of perfect chastity’.


We shall soon see that the Grail in its original form was frequently found resting on a stone slab. For now, the mention of ‘perfect chastity’ recalls a short and amusing ‘lay’ – a poem, usually meant to be sung – composed by a French minstrel, Robert Biket, two decades before Chrétien wrote his ‘Story of the Grail’.


Biket’s Lai du cor concerns a magical drinking horn which is introduced to Arthur’s court at Carduel or ‘Carlion’. The property of this horn is that it will spill its contents over a man whose wife has been unfaithful. Arthur drinks from the horn and – yes – gets covered in the liquor! His queen then admits that she once gave her ring to another man. The other knights drink from the horn and, with one exception, discover that their wives have been disloyal. The knight whose wife has remained true is rewarded, and there endeth the ‘Lay of the Horn’.


The drinking horn of Lai du cor was a form of test. The Arthurian landscape is dotted with secret places in which horns are hidden away, often with swords, waiting to test the seeker. Perceval’s first test comes when he faces the Red Knight, whose theft of the golden cup compares with Perceval’s removal of a ring from a maiden’s finger. The youth had burst into a tent (which he mistook for a chapel) and prized a ‘thick gold ring’ set with a shining emerald from a lone maiden’s hand. The woman was frightened out of her wits by Perceval’s behaviour and terrified that her jealous lover would punish them both. In the Welsh account, the auburn-haired maiden happily hands over her ‘large gold ring’, though she suffers for this when her lover returns.


Perceval’s unintended insult to the maiden – forcing kisses on her and seizing her ring – corresponds to the insult to Arthur’s queen: the Red Knight had snatched up a goblet, poured its wine over the queen’s face and breast and then boxed her ears. Perceval challenges the knight, who puts the golden cup down on a ‘block of dark stone’.


A separate tradition, pre-dating Chrétien’s Grail romance, tells of a drinking horn which spilled its liquor over Arthur. Why did it do this? Because his queen had given her ring to another man.


Like the ‘Gral’ in Parzival, the marvellous vessel would not suffer itself to be held by any but the pure and chaste.


The adventure begins with a ring – forcibly commandeered or freely donated – and a cup or horn or bowl or stone which can distinguish the virtuous from the base, the true from the false. The next step is to find the Grail, wherein lie the secrets of the soul.
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2
False Trails




The picture we frame of the past changes continually and grows every day less similar to the original experience which it purports to describe.


George Santayana





THE HEYDAY of the Grail romance lasted half-a-century. Beginning in the 1180s with Chrétien’s Perceval, le Conte du Graal, the craze culminated in the 1230s with the anonymous Estoire del Saint Graal (‘History of the Holy Grail’).


That was not the end of the Grail story. Sir Thomas Malory and Alfred, Lord Tennyson would return to the tale in the 15th and 19th centuries, respectively, and today the Grail is as much a source of inspiration and speculation as ever.


But there was something about the late-1100s, early-1200s that was conducive to the spread of Grail romances. Wherever the idea had come from – the native tales of Britain, we should remember, did not mention a ‘grail’ – it found rich soil in Western Europe around the turn of the 13th century.


The very nature of the Grail, as it was depicted in the literary sources, underwent a significant change during that period. What had started out as a serving dish or graal became the Saint Graal or sangréal, and two myths were formed: one of its time and one for the future (the word ‘myth’ here is used, not in the traditional meaning of a story of origins, but in the familiar sense of a popular misconception).


This chapter will examine the background to the twin myths of the ‘Holy Grail’ (san gréal) and the ‘Blood Royal’ (sang réal) in order to show that they are both ingenious perversions of the Grail tradition. By placing these myths in the context of history and the changing outlooks which accompany successive phases in the evolution of society, we should reach an understanding of why these myths – compelling as they are – have little or nothing to do with the Grail itself. At the end of the chapter a short supplement or coda explores an extreme example of the attempted abuse of the Grail for political purposes.


Let us remind ourselves of the story so far.


The Grail first hoves into view in the unfinished Conte du Graal, composed by Chrétien de Troyes in the late-12th century. It was, so far as we can make out, a richly-ornamented serving vessel, like the gradale described by Hélinand of Froidment (early-13th century). A little later, Wolfram von Eschenbach declared that the ‘Gral’ was in fact a Stone which fell from heaven.


In time, what we might think of as the indigenous British accounts of the Perceval story were written down. The Peredur of York legend had presumably been transmitted orally by generations of Welsh bards before it was transcribed in the mid-to-late 14th century. But there is no reference to a ‘grail’ in Peredur fab Efrog.


When the hero of Wolfram’s Parzival first beholds the ‘perfection of Paradise’ – the ‘Gral’ – it is being carried on einem grüenen achmardî, a green silk fabric from Arabia. This seems to have contributed to the notion that the Grail was a green stone or even the emerald which Lucifer placed in his crown and which was later incorporated into a chalice after it had fallen to earth. The only thing that matches this in the earlier account of Chrétien de Troyes is the gold ring ‘set with a shining emerald’ which Perceval takes from the woman in the tent at the start of his adventure.


Chrétien’s Perceval breaks off suddenly, mid-sentence. We shall never know where he was going with his ‘Story of the Grail’.


Within a few years, however, the graal had become decidedly holy.



Joseph d’Arimathie



Robert de Boron, a clerk from eastern France, produced more than one Arthurian romance around the turn of the 13th century. Only a fragment of his Merlin survives, but it is his Joseph d’Arimathie, otherwise known as the Roman de l’estoire dou Graal, which is most pertinent to our study.


In Joseph d’Arimathie, Robert claimed that the Grail was the cup used by Christ at the Last Supper. This cup was then given by Pontius Pilate to Joseph of Arimathea, a wealthy man whose relationship to Jesus is unclear. Joseph collected Christ’s blood in the cup when Jesus was taken down from the Cross and interred in the rock tomb, which Joseph had prepared.


According to Robert, Joseph was later visited in prison by an apparition of Jesus bearing the Grail. Joseph was instructed to perpetuate the celebration of the Last Supper in memory of Christ’s sacrifice (Eucharist = ‘good-giving’). The sacred cup or ‘vessel of the sacrament’ would serve as a reminder of the stone tomb in which Christ’s body was laid.


Joseph was eventually reunited with his sister and brother-in-law, Bron or Hebron, who became the first ‘Fisher King’. They all went into exile, Bron and his offspring finally transporting the Grail to the vaus d’Avaron (‘vales of Avalon’) in the West.


The tradition invented by Robert de Boron in the 1190s – that the ‘Holy Grail’ was the Cup of the Last Supper – quickly took root. The Gospel of John had stated that while Christ was on the Cross, ‘one of the soldiers with a spear pierced his side, and forthwith there came out blood and water’, and so, like the Greek krater, the cup was a vessel in which water and wine (the symbolic ‘wine’ of Christ’s blood) mingled. The spear which pierced Christ’s side naturally became the Bleeding Lance of the Grail procession.


The Estoire del Saint Graal, written in the 1230s, elaborated on Robert’s account, making Josephes – the son of Joseph of Arimathea – the Keeper of the Grail and leader of the exiles who found their way to Britain. The unknown author of the Estoire also remarked that Joseph was buried in Scotland (escoce), at an Abbey of the Holy Cross (labeie de la seinte croiz). The body of Joseph’s son was also taken to Scotland, where it helped to end a terrible famine and was laid to rest in an abeie de glay (‘Abbey of Glay’). Later interpreters removed all references to Scotland and stated that Joseph of Arimathea was buried at the English abbey of Glastonbury.


Glastonbury Abbey had been destroyed by fire in 1184. Money was urgently needed to pay for the construction of a new and more durable church. The monks began to excavate in 1191 and straightaway uncovered what they insisted was the grave of King Arthur and his ‘second wife’. The leaden cross found in the grave, though, was inscribed in Medieval Latin: it could not have come from the time of Arthur. All mention of ‘Guenevere his second wife’ was swiftly dropped.


Every effort was made to publicise the dubious find. Giraldus Cambrensis (‘Gerald of Wales’) wrote an account of the excavation in 1193, falsely stating that Glastonbury ‘was, in antiquity, called the Isle of Avalon’. At the same time, Robert de Boron was spinning his yarn about the descendants of Bron carrying the Grail westwards to the ‘vales of Avalon’.


With a little tinkering, subsequent writers were able to pinpoint the resting place of Joseph of Arimathea, King Arthur and the ‘Holy Grail’ itself as Glastonbury – an abbey which, even if it had existed before the 10th century, had never previously been associated with the Grail and had only a spurious connection to Arthur.


The crusades


The idea that Glastonbury might have been the site of Arthur’s burial was mooted by Henry II, husband to the redoubtable Eleanor of Aquitaine. The actual dig was instigated under Henry’s son, Richard the Lionheart, who was both Count of Poitou and King of England. In addition to raising funds for the reconstruction of Glastonbury Abbey, the timely discovery of King Arthur’s grave helped to pay for King Richard’s involvement in the Third Crusade.


The First Crusade had been launched in 1096. It resulted in the capture of Jerusalem and the massacre of its Muslim inhabitants in July 1099. The crusaders then established the Kingdom of Jerusalem, choosing as its first secular leader the French knight Godefroy de Bouillon, whose younger brother, Baudouin de Boulogne, had already founded the County of Edessa as a Crusader state. Baudouin succeeded Godefroy as the first King of Jerusalem in 1100.


The Mesopotamian city of Edessa fell to the Muslim Turks on 24 December 1144. The following year, Pope Eugenius III issued a bull calling on Louis VII of France (the first husband of Eleanor of Aquitaine) to launch a military expedition. Bernard of Clairvaux was commissioned to preach this Second Crusade.


St Bernard had been admitted to the Cistercian order, based at the French abbey of Cîteaux, in 1113 (the reforming Cistercians reinstated the Strict Rule of St Benedict, which had grown lax in the monasteries of their Benedictine rivals). At the Council of Troyes in 1128, Bernard drew up the Rule of the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and the Temple of Solomon – better known as the Knights Templar – whose enthusiastic patron he became. Wolfram von Eschenbach would later imply that the Templars were the ‘chivalric Brotherhood’ of the Grail.


The Second Crusade was a disaster. It culminated in a failed assault on Damascus and the breakdown of King Louis’s marriage to Queen Eleanor, who went on to marry Henry II of England. St Bernard was particularly humiliated by the outcome of the crusade which he had so fervently preached – ‘Cursed be he who does not stain his sword with blood!’ – and for which he was held responsible. He tried desperately to distance himself from the Second Crusade, blaming its failure on the sins of the crusaders, and died in 1153.


Jerusalem fell to the Muslim Turks in 1187. The English king, Henry II, patched up his differences with King Philip of France in order to launch a new crusade. On the death of King Henry in 1189 command of the English contingent, along with the crown, passed to his son by Eleanor of Aquitaine, Richard Coeur de Lion, whose crusading activities were part-funded by pilgrims visiting the supposed grave of King Arthur at Glastonbury.


The Third Crusade failed to recapture Jerusalem. Richard struck a deal with Saladin in September 1192 which left the Holy City in Muslim hands.


A decade later, the Fourth Crusade set out to retake Jerusalem but got sidetracked, resulting in a hugely destructive attack on Constantinople. The Fifth Crusade (1213-1221) also failed to recover Jerusalem. The excommunicated Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick II, succeeded in negotiating the surrender of Jerusalem in 1229, but the truce expired after ten years. The city was besieged and completely ruined by the Turks in 1244.


It is no coincidence that the Grail romances flourished between the 1180s and the 1230s: a period during which repeated attempts were made to reclaim Jerusalem for Western Christendom; nor that the Cistercians, who had advocated the use of military force in the Holy Land, should have converted Chrétien’s innocuous-sounding graal into the mystical Saint Graal, the cup of the blood of Christ from the city of his Crucifixion – the selfsame city which the crusaders, egged on by Cistercian monks, had so signally failed to recapture.
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