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ONE

THE GRAİL OF CHRÉTİEN DE TROYES

[image: image]

It was between 1180 and 1190 that the Grail made its appearance in European literature, thanks to the Champagne novelist Chrétien de Troyes. Chrétien had long been the loyal writer for Eleanor of Aquitaine’s daughter Marie de Champagne and, from what is known, had a personal relationship with the queen-duchess herself when she held court at Poitiers. This was a court that welcomed French, Occitan, Anglo-Norman, and Breton poets and artists, thus constituting an extraordinary melting pot in which the most diverse cultures and oral traditions were blended.1 It is very likely that the Celtic legends flooded into French-language literature through Poitiers, where, in passing, they were colored by all the nuances of Occitan humanism, thereby merging into the standards of this refined and well-bred society.

No one, before Chrétien de Troyes, had written the name of the Grail. This doesn’t mean to say that the myth of the Grail didn’t exist before him, nor that the word “Grail” was an invention of this writer. But the facts are as follow: from the chronological perspective, which forms a solid system of reference, Chrétien de Troyes seems to be the initiator of the Grail legend. One can get a clear idea of Chrétien’s primary importance through simple consideration of the widespread and enormous fortune his legend has enjoyed. In the end, from the literary standpoint, not a single work dealing with the subject of the Grail can be considered as independent—either wholly or partly—from Perceval or the Story of the Grail by Chrétien de Troyes.

Yet, although Chrétien de Troyes’s tale seems to be structured on a precise outline, everything is far from clear. The Grail, for those who see it, is quite mysterious. It appears, almost as if by chance, to a wandering hero, a young naïf who doesn’t even know his own name, and who definitely doesn’t come across as a conqueror. He finds himself in a castle belonging to a wounded king who spends his time fishing from a boat in a lake. Invited to remain at the castle as a guest, the young hero becomes engaged in a trivial conversation with his host, when all at once the atmosphere becomes fantastic.

While they conversed at their leisure, a page appeared from a neighboring room, holding a sparkling white lance by its handle. He passed between the fire and the couch on which the conversationalists were seated, and all saw the lance and its iron in their whiteness. A drop of blood pearled at the tip of the lance and flowed down its length to the page’s hand. Then came two other pages—both quite handsome men—each holding a black-enameled gold chandelier with at least ten burning tapers. Then, following the pages, a beautiful and gentle, nobly adorned damsel appeared, holding a grail in her hands. When she entered with the grail such a great light spread through the room that the tapers paled like the stars or moon when the sun rises. The grail was of the purest gold, precious stones were mounted upon it, the most rich and varied that the earth and sea have to offer; no gem can compare to those of the grail. Following the first damsel was another, who bore a silver tray. Just as the lance had passed before the couch, so did the damsels, who then disappeared into another chamber.2

Thus appears the “Procession of the Grail.” The hero, who has been lectured sternly on the subject of discretion by both his mother and the gentleman who knighted him, asks no questions when confronted by this strange spectacle. Later, when he finds himself alone and lost, and the castle has vanished, he learns that if he had asked questions the king would have been healed and his kingdom, now sterile, would have enjoyed great prosperity. This is why the hero, who on the same occasion learns that his name is Perceval, will henceforth devote all his efforts to rediscovering the mysterious castle in order to achieve, in the terms of his quest, the duty he was not able to conclude successfully the first time around.

But Chrétien de Troyes didn’t finish his novel. Countless authors following him have taken possession of the grail theme claiming, from their individual perspectives, to supply the true conclusion of Perceval’s quest. Now, from all the evidence, the writer from Champagne left behind no outline or rough draft of the ending he intended, if he even intended an ending. All the authors of these continuations have therefore drawn largely from the same sources as Chrétien, in other words Celtic traditions. Their sources, however, have not prevented them from transforming the original myth, which smelled too strongly of paganism, and accentuating the Christian aspect that is already present in Perceval. So has the abundant Grail literature been born, in which the Grail has become a sacred vessel containing the blood of Christ.

It will be noted, however, that in Chrétien de Troyes’s text, “grail” is a common name. In itself the word is not mysterious: it is derived from the Latin cratalis, which is related to the Greek krater, through the intermediary of a Languedocian word cratale. In modern Occitan it has become grazala, “receptacle” or “terrine dish.” It should be noted that grazala is a feminine noun, which isn’t without significance for interpreting the object. Consequently, the Grail was originally only a receptacle, and as such could contain whatever one wished. From the description of the Grail retinue, Chrétien de Troyes strongly refrains from telling us the contents of this object; at the most he insists on the fact that a fantastic light emanated from this receptacle. In any case, Chrétien knowingly maintained the “suspense” as to the Grail’s contents. Later, Perceval learns from the gentleman—who is the Fisher King’s brother—that the Grail is a “holy thing,” and that carried in this Grail is a eucharist that nourishes the wounded king. By this reckoning the Grail is a ciborium and not a chalice. And there is never a mention of the vase containing the blood of Christ gathered by Joseph of Arimathea.

Furthermore, in this procession that has so fired the imaginations of readers and authors, the Grail is not by itself; it is but one of the objects present. There is first of all the Bleeding Lance. The authors of the continuations have transformed this into the lance that the centurion Longinius stabbed into the side of Jesus when he was on the cross, which is a convenient, if excessive interpretation. The Bleeding Lance is, in fact, a well-known folktale element: we are dealing with a weapon that can be used to either kill or heal someone, and which starts to bleed when in the presence of the murderer. This Lance of the Grail can be found in numerous texts that can hardly be suspected of being Christian, namely those of the Irish mythological tradition. Then there is the Silver Tray: in the German adaptation of Chrétien, Wolfram von Eschenbach has made a mistranslation—not the only one, incidentally—by translating the word meaning a plate on which meat is sliced as “knives.” In any event the “bloody” nature of the Lance and the Tray is quite evident, a nature that is true to the tone of the original quest, as we will see, for this quest is primarily a story of blood vengeance. In fact, the goal of the original quest is to avenge and heal the mysterious wounded king. In this context, it is not surprising that the authors of the continuations placed the blood of Jesus—crucified to avenge Adam and heal humanity—in the receptacle of the Grail. Even when recuperated by Christian ideology, the myth retains all its original value.

In any event the Grail procession cannot be separated from Perceval, for whom it becomes both motivation and goal. That is why it is necessary to analyze the story by Chrétien de Troyes, before examining the numerous aspects that have recloaked the legend.

Perceval—who does not yet know his name—is a young man who lives way out in the country with his mother. He is the “Son of the Widowed Lady.” His father was wounded in the legs and had remained crippled for a long time before dying. His two brothers were killed in combat. His mother therefore has raised him away from everything, sheltered from the temptations of war, and far removed from the world. The young man spends his time hunting in the forest with spears. One day he meets some knights and is astounded by them, taking them first for devils, then angels, before they explain to him that they are knights of King Arthur. From then on he ceaselessly demands leave of his mother to go to King Arthur and become a knight. Faced with his insistence the Widowed Lady can only let him go, once she has given him instructions that the hero follows to the letter, to his own great inconvenience. He departs the family domain, leaving his mother on the other side of a bridge and, though he sees her swoon, does not retrace his steps.

The entire first part of the book smacks of a traditional tale that can be found at every latitude: the story of a young man, generally poor—here perfectly naive, which is the equivalent—who leaves his parents to seek his fortune. This young man is usually the third son, which is the case here. His two elder brothers have been gone for a long time and have never returned, whether because they have stopped somewhere else along their way or have perished. This third son is apparently the one least likely to profit from his expeditions. And yet it is he who successfully brings the quest to an end. A “Breton lay” written in French at the beginning of the thirteenth century, The Lay of Tyolet, presents the same story,3 but accentuates the rustic nature of the hero. He is not only a skilled hunter, he is also someone who imitates the cries of animals in order to attract them. He is therefore “someone who knows the language of animals,” to use the title of another widespread folktale.4 This Lay of Tyolet enhances our understanding of Perceval’s “predestination.” He is, in fact, the one who can speak to the animals, the master of the beasts, and as such, he is the shaman who attempts to recreate the primordial times, the Golden Age in which men and beasts lived in understanding of one another, the edenic universe before the fault of Adam. But in the rest of The Lay of Tyolet there is no question of a Grail, nor its retinue, nor of some wounded king to be healed.

Chrétien de Troyes scrupulously respected the outline of the traditional folktale. Perceval is truly “John the Sot,” a name that is currently utilized for classifying this type of story.5 He is happy to highlight, with a remarkable sense of humor, the naiveté and credulity of the young hero. However, at the end of the first part, he adds an element that does not seem gratuitous: when Perceval moves away from the bridge, his mother falls to the ground on the other side and he doesn’t go back. This detail will be raised again further on. Chrétien maintains that it is because he is carrying the weight of the sin he committed by allowing his mother to die that Perceval fails the trial of the Grail. This is a rationalizing explanation in the tone of the Christian morality spread by the church, but one that is actually in contradiction with evangelical principles.6 It was perfectly normal for Perceval to leave his mother and not return; this action corresponds to a rite of passage upon which psycho-analysis has shed some light.

It is true that in his mother’s domain, completely isolated and in a somewhat savage state, Perceval was in the uterine universe in an undifferentiated and, in some respects, unborn state. This, moreover, justifies the bisexual aspect that many authors gave to the Grail hero.7 It is therefore indispensable that he burn his bridges to his previous state in order to be born, hence the scene at the bridge. The scene with his mother, in other words the action with which he cuts his own umbilical cord, is tragic only because it takes place too late. Perceval should have been more severe at a much earlier date, but his mother (the image of the devouring, phallic mother) could not support such a rupture since it would mean that her son was making his definitive escape from her, thus destroying her reason to live. But from another angle, by virtue of the fact that he was nourished for too long on maternal milk, at least symbolically, Perceval has acquired a superhuman strength that allows him to overcome obstacles no matter how insurmountable. We recognize here another widespread folktale that concerns a child who is overendowed because he was weaned too late.8

At this point we find our hero on the path to his maturity. He still has much to do. Astonished, not to say stupefied, by what he sees, and recalling the advice of his mother, which he stupidly interprets literally, he steals a ring, a meat pie, and a kiss from a young damsel. After journeying on without incident he reaches the court of King Arthur. There he shamelessly rides his horse into the room where Arthur is holding court surrounded by his knights. He has arrived at an inopportune moment. The king has just been subjected to the scorn of an unknown knight who stole his cup and spilled its contents all over Queen Guinivere, and then left again giving challenge to all the knights. The queen had retired to her room “where she was dying of rage and sorrow.” Perceval, with a naiveté that borders on the unconscious, kills the criminal knight with a lance, returns the cup to the queen, promises to avenge himself on the seneschal Kay who had made fun of him, takes possession of the arms and armor of his victim, and leaves, renouncing, for the moment, his desire to be dubbed a knight by King Arthur, whom he deems to have an overrated reputation.

The damsel from whom he stole the ring, the meat pie, and the kiss is obviously the symbolic image of the outside world of which the hero is ignorant. She is also his first contact with femininity, which has resulted in a failure, as he has not won her heart. His desire to be knighted has led him to disillusionment; this implies that he is not destined to membership in an earthly knighthood, like the others, which doesn’t prevent him from vanquishing the criminal knight. It will be noted that the cup whose contents were spilt upon Queen Guinivere, a cup that Perceval recovers with no great difficulty, prefigures the Grail. But, in any case—using Chrétien de Troyes’s text as a guide—the hero is not conscious of his actions. As for the fact that he enters the king’s chamber on horse-back, even if Chrétien used it as a manifestation of Perceval’s naiveté, this is a reference to an ancient Celtic model. In fact the first Celtic fortresses consisted of a certain number of single-story houses grouped in a fortified camp.9 This is a detail that hardly conforms with the general atmosphere of Chrétien’s romance, that of the civilization of the end of the twelfth century, with its solid castle-forts in stone, but does, on the other hand, testify to the antiquity of the model that the writer used.

Meanwhile Perceval wanders through the forest, quite irritated with the horse that he doesn’t know how to mount and the weapons that he doesn’t know how to use. He finds shelter at the castle of a gentleman, Gornemant de Goort, who teaches him how to ride a horse, to wield a lance and a sword, and then knights him after having lavished him with advice complementary to that of his mother. Perceval is then received in another castle by the beautiful Blanchefleur. He is mistaken for a mute at first because he doesn’t speak, thus putting into practice the advice of his mother and Gornemant. But he eventually answers the questions asked of him. That night the beautiful Blanchefleur comes to him in his room, wearing somewhat inappropriate attire, and requests his aid in ridding her of the enemies who seek to drive her from her domains. Perceval, still applying his mother’s counsel, which dictates that he must always help a lady or a maiden, promises that he will fight for her. And that night the beautiful Blanchefleur shares his bed.

It is obvious that Perceval cannot wander long in a state of almost total ignorance. This is why Chrétien de Troyes has him meet Gornemant. All the folktales contrive the meeting of the young man with an old man or woman who will inform him of his destiny in one manner or another. This is perhaps the description of a secret initiator or “guru” who has a stake in directing a zealous young man toward an objective about which he has inside knowledge. From this moment, Perceval has ascended several rungs: he has passed from the domain of the unconscious to the subconscious. And his conduct and acceptance at Blanchefleur’s castle proves it. The various commentators on the Grail legend, who are barely familiar with any but the German text of Wolfram von Eschenbach, have long expounded on the chastity necessary for the hero to become king of the Grail. It is true that the continuators of Chrétien, by dint of Christianizing the legend, could only accentuate Perceval’s chaste aspect by suppressing, as much as possible, those details that were morally shocking. But in the version of the writer from Champagne, as in the Welsh tale of Peredur, which seems to be the folk version of the legend, there is absolutely no consideration of Perceval’s virginity or chastity. Chrétien’s tale is quite clear. When Perceval accepts the job of fighting for Blanchefleur, the latter—who had come in the middle of the night, flimsily attired, in order to wrest the young man’s consent—slid into her guest’s bed at his invitation. “The maiden suffered his kisses and I do not believe it was at great cost for her. Thus they spent the night together side by side, mouth to mouth, until the morning and the approach of day.” In brief, Perceval receives his sexual initiation from Blanchefleur after receiving his warrior’s initiation from Gornemant de Goort. This second initiation also conforms to the standard folktale outline. There are countless examples in the folk literature of quests in which the young hero—weak or callow, but good and generous—loses his innocence at the hands of mysterious women scattered throughout his journey. These commonly appear as multifarious witches or beautiful, young fairies, and even as women who resemble Saint Anne or the Holy Virgin.10 Whether or not sexual relations take place between the hero and the initiating woman, the result is identical: the hero traverses a decisive stage of his quest, attains a greater maturity that brings to nothing his earlier delusions that were an obstacle to his blossoming, and receives indications—sometimes coded—concerning the path he must follow.

But it is probable that in the archetype of Chrétien’s Perceval, whatever his immediate model was, it was the same person who dispensed the warrior’s sexual initiation, and this person could only have been Blanchefleur. There is still a trace of this in the Welsh Peredur—the archaic and folk version of the legend—where the hero departs to be initiated by the “witches of Caer Lloyw.” Here we find ourselves completely immersed in ancient Celtic tradition. Mythological Irish tales are full of examples of this sort, and two tales in particular are quite revelatory in this regard. These are The Education of Cuchulainn, the remaining version of which is found in a sixteenth-century manuscript but whose details are quite archaic, and The Courtship of Emer, an eleventh-century manuscript that deals with the same subject in a more restrained fashion. Analysis of the roots of these texts brings to light a very primitive society, governed by customs Christianity hadn’t completely succeeded in abolishing, and whose memory is still quite vital. In these texts we learn that there were women-warriors who taught the young members of the nobility, and that certain persons among these women bear names that are quite thought-provoking: Scatach (she who causes fear) and Uatach (the very terrible one). There is a great temptation to say that we are dealing here with “druidesses.” But we have no real proof for the existence of so-called druidesses. On the other hand we know, through certain bits of testimony, that some women belonged to the druidic class, generally as prophets or poets. It would be possible to rank these women-warriors with the witchlike aspects associated with a lower category of druids. This is quite plausible as the Celts, unlike the Greeks and Romans who have male warrior gods, have a female deity holding the warrior function. We don’t know her Gallic name but she was called Bodbh or Morrigan by the Irish. Bodbh means “crow.” It is precisely in the form of a crow that Bodbh-Morrigan often appears in the epic sagas, just like the Morgana of the Round Table stories, who is the fairy-sorceress-warrior revised and corrected by the medieval mentality. The name Bodbh can also be connected to the Gallic name bodo or bodu that not only means “crow” but “victory” as well. This gives reason to believe that many of the mounds and mountains placed under the name of Saint Victoire were formerly sites of worship consecrated to an ancient goddess of war.

The women-warriors who taught the young hero Cuchulainn were clearly sorceresses. They taught him skills that smack as much of the magical arts as they do of military arts. Moreover, they liberally bestowed upon the hero—according to the time-honored phrase—the “friendship of their thighs.” Incidentally, the origin of all the fabrications that the Christian West used to start the “witch hunts,” accusing the “witches” of fornication as well as malefic acts, can be seen in these traces of an ancient society. In any case it was thanks to these women-warriors that Cuchulainn become almost invincible.11 Finn, another Irish hero, also acquired his formidable, magical-warrior powers from warrior women who took him in following the death of his parents.12 With this background information why contest the role Blanchefleur would have played in the original version of the Quest, a role now split in two by reason of its transposition into a social system that no longer recognized that the roles of woman and warrior could be united in one person, a double function inherited from the dawn of time?

Accordingly, on the next day Perceval engages the enemies of Blanchefleur, Clamadou and his seneschal Aguingueron, in combat. He defeats them and sends them as prisoners to Arthur’s court, profiting from the occasion to warn Kay that he will get his revenge on him. He remains for a while longer with Blanchefleur but is haunted by the image of his mother. Eventually, unaware that she has died, he leaves to rejoin her.

Perceval has therefore attained maturity as a warrior. He is, in some respects, invincible. Sated with victory and love, it is possible to believe that he is “going on retreat.” A traditional folktale would end here. But Perceval’s drama is that he is falsely born: his attachment to his mother is still too strong even if he is subconsciously convinced that she is dead. He wants reassurance in one form or another, hence his departure. But he has no idea of where he is or how to find his way back to his mother’s domain. Perceval is totally lost in a world that, if not hostile, is at least unknown and foreign. This explains Perceval’s errantry, which is of a different nature than the errantry of the other Arthurian knights. An Arthurian knight would leave Arthur’s court in search of great deeds to accomplish and on a predetermined day would return to the court in order to recount his adventures to the other knights. It is each knight’s individual prowess that honors and enlarges the community formed by the Knights of the Round Table. It is true that each time Perceval vanquishes an adversary he sends him prisoner to King Arthur’s court in apparent respect to this rule: the prisoner of one individual is the prisoner of the community: But Perceval was not seeking prowess, he was in search of himself, for at bottom he had no idea who he was. Furthermore he didn’t even know his own name, which is very revealing of his interior errantry. Until then he was only the “Son of the Widowed Lady,” a simple “Welsh valet” (since the only reference to his origins concerns the country of Wales). This misrecognition of himself fully justifies both his desire to find his mother again and the incoherent nature of his itinerary.

This is the point at which Perceval meets the mysterious fisherman who invites him to spend the night at his castle. He sees that both his host’s legs are crippled. A valet brings the Fisher King a sword that was “of a steel so hard that it couldn’t be broken save by one danger alone, known only to he who had forged and tempered it.” The king gives this sword to Perceval who doesn’t find any cause for surprise in this action. Then the famous Grail procession appears. Perceval, out of discretion, asks no questions. After a hearty meal he is ushered into a chamber where he sleeps the sleep of the just. The next morning the castle is completely empty. Despite Perceval’s frantic search he cannot find a living soul. He leaves the castle and the drawbridges are raised behind him. Once more Perceval finds himself in the forest in a state of complete disorder.

It is obvious that the Fisher King’s wound is reminiscent of the wound of Perceval’s own father, emphasized by the fact that there are bonds of kinship between the two men. The Fisher King is—although the hero doesn’t know this yet—his uncle, or his cousin, the text isn’t very clear on this point. In any event when Perceval finds himself at the Grail Castle he also finds himself at home with his family, with his “clan.” This is the reason he is given the sword that is destined to be broken in a predetermined situation. We are in the presence of one of those magic or holy swords with which epic literature is so rich. It brings to mind Excalibur (“hard cutting” in Welsh), the magic sword of Arthur that corresponds to the Irish Caladbolg, the sword of the god Nuada of the Silver Hand that “no one could escape when drawn from its warrior’s scabbard and which no one could withstand.”13 In addition it would burn the hand of anyone who took hold of it without just cause. It is also reminiscent of Durandal, Siegfried’s sword, and, of course, the Sword of the Strange Belt that plays such an important role in later tales of the Quest.

Perceval was therefore recognized as someone who must perform a mission, by all the evidence one that would verge on being a bellicose and bloody act. He must perform an action with the sword, but just what that action will be remains unknown, and before undertaking the action Perceval must undergo another test, that of the Grail. He does not succeed because he is not yet himself, because he has not yet attained the necessary maturity. He is not driven from the castle but flees from it: driven to desperation by his solitude, he can only resume his errantry. Now, more than ever, Perceval is lost.

He encounters a young girl mourning over the decapitated body of her lover. This young girl reveals certain elements of Perceval’s quest to him. She informs him that she is his cousin. She tells him his name: Perceval the Welshman. She tells him that if he had asked the questions “What is the Grail and who does it serve?” he would have healed the Fisher King and restored prosperity to his kingdom. And, according to her, Perceval’s failure is the result of his sin, because he has caused “his mother to die of sorrow:’ Finally she warns him that his sword will break treacherously and that if he wishes to repair it he must go to the “Lake of Cotoatre,” to the home of the “smith Trébuchet,” for “he is the man who made and will remake the sword or else it will never be reforged by anyone.”

How far we are from Wagner and the triumph of Parzival, king of the Grail! It is true that it was the authors of the continuations, Wolfram von Eschenbach in particular, who invented the myth of the royalty of the Grail. This Grail royalty appears to be totally absent from Chrétien de Troyes’s text. It proves that even if he had completed his work, this author would never have made Perceval into a king of the Grail. The goal of his quest was quite different and it is discernible with the aid of the three most ancient Grail texts, to wit the Welsh Peredur, the Occitan romance of Jauffré, and the strange Anglo-Norman tale of Perlesvaus, which we will speak of in detail later. The key to the problem is the sword: in the original outline used by Chrétien de Troyes, the Grail is only an episode, an initiatory test of character certainly, but simply one stage. The goal is completely different: it concerns blood vengeance. This observation is of capital importance for the understanding of the myth of the Grail and its ensuing transformations. And it is proof that the tale by de Troyes remains quite close to an entirely pagan archetype that can be recognized in various convergent texts of indisputably Celtic origin.

Perceval continues to wander. He doesn’t know where he is going. He encounters the young girl from whom he had stolen the pie, ring, and kiss, acts for which she has been mistreated by her companion. They reconcile. Finally he finds himself on a plain close to the place where Arthur holds his court. It has been snowing since the night before and a goose wounded by a falcon loses three drops of blood upon the snow, whereupon Perceval falls into an ecstatic trance because these drops on the snow

remind him of the vivid colors of Blanchefleur, his lover. He abandoned himself so readily to thoughts of her that he forgot where he was. As the vermilion sprung forth on the whiteness of his lover’s face so did the three drops of blood detach themselves from the whiteness of the snow. (Foulet trans., 78)

Chrétien de Troyes has received much praise for the delicate handling of this episode and some have even sought a symbolic meaning for it in connection with the blood of Christ. However, truth obliges me to say that Chrétien’s authorship is negligible because this episode, delicate imagery included, is unquestionably an archetype. In fact, the Welsh version of Peredur portrays the same scene:

Snow had fallen during the night and a falcon had killed a duck. A raven was tearing at the flesh of the bird. Peredur stood there, comparing the blackness of the bird and whiteness of the snow and redness of the blood to the appearance of the woman he loved best: her hair was black as jet, her skin was white as snow and the two red spots in her cheeks like the blood in the snow.14

The poetry is even more intense in the Welsh text. But for those who claim that Peredur is an adaptation of Chrétien’s tale, it should be added that the same image can be found in a much earlier Irish tale, The Story of Deirdre. The young Deirdre witnesses a servant skinning a calf on the snow and a raven alighting to drink its blood. Then Deirdre says: “The sole man I will love will be he who has these three colors, hair like the raven, cheeks like blood, and skin like snow” (Dottin, LÉpopée irlandaise, 66).

In short, it is quite clearly a question of a cliché from Celtic amorous literature. Furthermore, it will be noted that Chrétien de Troyes has slightly modified the original model: in fact, as he had previously described Blanchefleur as having hair that could be mistaken “to be gold, so lustrous and sparkling it was,” it was certainly necessary for him to omit the raven. In any event, this provides proof that Chrétien followed a model of Celtic origin, which he turned to his advantage with rare good fortune, and adapted to his personal tastes.

Meanwhile, King Arthur has spied Perceval standing immobile in the snow and sends several of his knights to invite him over. But Perceval, completely lost in a trance, contents himself with knocking each of the knights over, one after the other, particularly Kay, thus unconsciously achieving the vengeance he had promised the seneschal. Then for the sake of peace Arthur sends Gawain. Through his wise words this latter individual persuades Perceval to come into the presence of the king. The hero is honored as he deserves.

It is in this fashion that Gawain makes his entrance into Perceval’s quest. His invasion of the tale is not arbitrary and, in addition, it presents a typically Celtic feature. Indeed, in all the Welsh texts, Gwalchmai (the Welsh name of Gawain), Arthur’s favorite nephew—from the maternal side, of course—is the man for delicate situations, diplomatic endeavors, and reconciliations. When, in the short Welsh tale The Story of Tristan, King Mark demands King Arthur’s intervention on his behalf in his dispute with Tristan, it is Gawain-Gwalchmai who succeeds in calming Tristan’s murderous rage and bringing him to Arthur. In this text Gawain-Gwalchmai is even given the title “chief of peace.”15 It is apparent that he plays the same role in Chrétien’s Perceval. From this moment on Arthur’s nephew plays an important part in the quest, to such an extent that it could be rightfully asked if he wasn’t the original hero of this story.

Perceval remains at Arthur’s court. One has the impression that he has completely forgotten Blanchefleur, the Grail castle, and the death of his mother. Then one day a young girl arrives, mounted on a mule. But what a young girl! She is horrible. Chrétien takes advantage of her awful appearance to tell us he is giving her description according to the book, which leads us to believe that he was using a written source for Perceval.

Never was metal seen as gray as her cheeks and even more her hands. Her eyes were simple pits, no bigger than those of a rat, her nose was of a cat or a monkey, her lips were like those of an ass or an ox, her teeth were as yellow as egg yolk, they were so orange and she had a beard like a billy-goat. A hump protruded from the center of her chest, her spine seemed crooked, she had the waist and shoulders of a well-built man, perfect for leading the ball, a hump on her back and twisted legs like willow wands: well was she made to lead the dance! (Foulet trans.)

This savory description could be credited to a novelist wishing to amuse his readers. It is nothing of the sort. This hideously ugly woman can be found in numerous Irish mythological tales. In truth she is a character from folklore. It frequently occurs that a young hero, like Perceval, will come across a woman equally ugly during the course of his journey. It is then necessary for him to undergo a test: if he flees in fear or mocks the woman he foredooms his quest to failure. For this hideous woman holds the fate of the hero in her hands. If the hero takes pity on her, and deals with her generously, she will reward him by telling him what he should do or by giving him a magic object. Wolfram von Eschenbach wasn’t fooled: he made this hideous maiden on the mule the disturbing Cundrie the Sorceress. For this woman is truly a witch, that is to say a supernatural character, a sorceress, or a fairy. She has numerous guises and appears next in the form of a young girl of rare beauty. The test imposed upon the hero therefore consists of allowing him to master his repugnance. Often, this woman demands that those she meets give her a kiss. The majority refuse, but there is always one who overcomes his disgust: then the old and horrible woman transforms into a ravishing young girl who either offers the hero youth, amorous prowess, treasure, or sovereignty.

For Chrétien de Troyes, the “hideous Maiden on the Mule,” like Cundrie for Wolfram, is the messenger of the Grail. In the Welsh Peredur she is the Empress, indicative of her power. Whatever name she appears under, she originates in an ancient epic from the Ulster cycle. There she is the character of Leborcham, an ugly, deformed woman, who is the messenger for Conchobar, king of the Ulaid. But note: “Leborcham could not be attacked for she was a witch” (Dottin, L’Épopée irlandaise, 66). There is nothing gratuitous about the repulsive aspect attributed to witches during the Middle Ages. A witch who has certain powers at her disposal—for ill as well as good—is obliged to hide her true personality, without which her powers would become common property. By hiding her powers she hides her beauty under a hideous surface in order to discourage those who only pay heed to appearances. In fact, “the door is on the inside.” It requires only eyes to see and ears to hear. It is only at the moment when Oedipus can answer the Sphinx’s question (in reality a female entity) that he can understand femininity. Before he saw her under the monstrous form of the phallic and devouring mother, since the sphinx was none other than Oedipus’s mother. Henceforth he saw her under the aspect of Jocasta. Unfortunately the gods—the projection of society and its norms—banded together against this incestuous union. All of this implies that Perceval’s spirit awakens completely with the appearance of “the hideous Maiden on the Mule.”

This messenger insults Perceval for not having asked questions during his stay at the Grail castle. Because of this missed opportunity “women will lose their husbands, the lands will be devastated, the maidens without support will become orphans and many knights will die.” This is obviously not a question regarding the royalty of the Grail. It is simply a regenerative act that Perceval can achieve.

However, the “hideous Maiden on the Mule” is a messenger. She has come to reveal a possible way out of this dilemma. She declares that at the peak of a hill, in the castle of Montesclaire, a young girl is being held prisoner. The knight that frees her will acquire a supreme honor from that deed. Better yet, he will be able to gird on “the sword of the strange belt” without fear. But to succeed, he must go before Castle Orguelleus and boldly fight the noble knights there.

It will be noted that the messenger remains mute concerning the location of the castle of the Grail. The direction she indicates is completely different. We are now dealing with the deliverance of a mysterious “maiden.” And the victor will be able to gird on the no less mysterious “sword of the strange belt,” in other words, another weapon with which he will be able to perform a bloody deed.

In a fine display of unanimity those knights present declare that they will hasten before Castle Orguelleus. Gawain shouts the loudest and Chrétien de Troyes shows himself most inclined to follow his quest from this point forward. As for Perceval, he effectively bestirs himself from his torpor but not to follow the others’ lead. Indeed he vows that he will not spend two consecutive nights in the same place “until the day he finally knows who is served by the Grail and where the bleeding lance can be found, and learns, beyond the shadow of a doubt, why it is bleeding” (Foulet trans., 112).

In short, Perceval ignores Castle Orguelleus. The messenger’s intervention has revived his memories and he departs in search of the Grail while Gawain goes in search of the damsel to be delivered. This is not the first time that Chrétien de Troyes utilizes the double quest outline. Previously, in his Knight of the Cart, he portrayed Gawain and Lancelot of the Lake leaving to free Queen Guinivere by two different roads. Lancelot entered the kingdom of Gorre (or Verre), in other words, a land in the Otherworld ruled by the god Meleagant, by way of the “Bridge of the Sword.” Here he had to cross a raging river spanned by a sharp sword. But Gawain had entered the same kingdom by the “Bridge under the Water,” and it is he, incidentally, who earns the honor of delivering the queen. These two bridges are strangely reminiscent of the two alchemical methods that allow one to achieve the Great Work (these are the dry path called the short path and the wet path known as the long path), that is to say they represent the Philosopher’s Stone. Aside from this reference one cannot fail to be struck by the ambiguous nature of the Quest as seen by Chrétien de Troyes.

It is in fact, despite the imbalance between them, one and the same quest that takes Gawain to Montesclaire and Perceval toward the castle of the Grail. The path of Gawain, the moist path without a doubt, since, as we will see, he passes by a fisherman, is suited to his personality. Gawain is skillful, courteous, diplomatic, courageous, true to his word except in love: he is a natural born heartbreaker and is unable to resist a woman when the occasion presents itself. Thus it is normal that his quest would entail the deliverance of the mysterious maiden, for until then, he has loved women but not the one woman destined for him. Perceval, to the contrary, has discovered Blanchefleur and is unable to forget her: she is the unique, beloved woman. Perceval’s path is therefore the dry path. He hurls himself into this quest for the Grail with his head down in utter unconsciousness. But he still doesn’t know which direction he should take.

Chrétien de Troyes then good-naturedly describes Gawain’s numerous adventures. Arthur’s nephew has imprudently promised his aid to an “evil maid” whose presence particularly weakens him. With somewhat diabolical overtones, this evil maid constantly enmeshes him in unlooked-for adventures, causing him to stray farther and farther from his path. As for Perceval, he wanders for five years fighting the knights he meets, whom he then sends prisoner to Arthur’s court.


One Holy Friday, however, Perceval finds himself reproached by knights and ladies who urge him to perform penance for being armed on that day. Perceval heeds their counsel and finds a saintly hermit who is none other than his uncle. His uncle reproaches him for the sin he committed by causing his mother’s death, provides him several revelations about the Grail, “an object so holy,” and particularly about another wounded king, the father of the Fisher King, who remains cloistered in the chamber in which Perceval had seen the Grail disappear. The hermit urges Perceval to cleanse himself of his sins and henceforth live a Christian life. Perceval remains ten days in the company of his uncle who “spoke an orison in his ear and repeated it until he knew it. Many names of God were included, among them the greatest which the mouth of man should never utter save for in fear of death. He also forbid him from saying it in any way without great peril” (Foulet trans., 153). Perceval takes leave of the hermit on the day of Easter, and the author says nothing more of his title character in the rest of the book.

Indeed, the following part of the work concerns the numerous adventures of Gawain alone. These adventures of Arthur’s nephew are complicated and seemingly lifted unchanged from related secondary tales. Indeed the hero is subsequently seen in a Revolving Castle tormented by devils, then he is received by a mysterious “Queen with white tresses;’ who is none other than Ygerne, Arthur’s mother and Gawain’s own grandmother. Chrétien takes this occasion to insert some strange words concerning Queen Guinivere: “Since the first woman was formed from Adam’s rib there has not been a woman of such renown. . . . My lady the queen instructs and teaches all those alive. From her descends all the good of the world, she is its source and origin.” You have to wonder if you are dreaming: here in the middle of the twelfth century, an era of triumphant Christianity, it is not the Virgin Mary (whose worship was widespread as is well known) upon whom Gawain bestows his praise—while at the same time submitting himself to the Perfect Being—but the adulterous wife of King Arthur who clearly appears here to be wearing one of the faces of the ancient Mother Goddess of the Celts.

Meanwhile, through a complex series of enchantments and adventures, Gawain finds himself prisoner in Ygerne’s castle. He sends a messenger to King Arthur to compel the latter to come, and the messenger acquits himself of his mission most favorably. But here the tale is interrupted: Chrétien de Troyes didn’t take it any further and we will never know what he imagined to be the contents of that mysterious receptacle, the Holy Grail. This is the point at which the authors of countless continuations have picked up the thread of the story and extended it in every possible direction.






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE CELTiC ORiGins
OF THE SACRED [coOII

JEAN MARKALE








OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE CELTiCc ORIiGINS
OF THE SACRED [con

JEAN MARKALE

TRANSLATED FROM THE FRENCH BY JON GRAHAM

Inner Traditions International
Rochester Vermont





