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One common stream in Arthurian literature is the prevalence of Grail legends.  In these stories, the hero searches, against all odds, to reach a mysterious castle containing a Grail of some kind, and free the lord of the castle from his ailments.  The nature of the various Grail legends available has allowed scholars to connect them to countless sources.  Some believe that the common procession in the Grail castle is representative of the Eastern Christian tradition, while others connect it to the Western tradition.  One scholar has placed the historical context of Chrétien’s work in the Jewish tradition of collecting the blood of the dead in a cup, as well as the tradition of the youngest child asking questions with obvious answers at the celebration of the Passover meal (Weintraub).  This latter point is also brought up by a scholar working to show that the answer to the background question lays in Catholicism.  M. Amelia Klenke views the Grail procession in Chrétien’s work as having two meanings--the first rooted in Judaism.  When Perceval first appears at the Grail castle, "the Grail, the lance, the blood the silver plate, and the feminine figures in the Grail procession were the vessel of manna, Aaron's rod, the sacrificial blood made by the high priest, the tablet of the law, and the maidens whom Chrétien associated with the two cherubim in the Holy of Holies" (Klenke 11).  These become, or would have become with the success of Perceval's mission and the Fisher King's subsequent "conversion" from Judaism, the chalice, Longinus' lance, the blood of Christ, the paten used at the mass over the chalice, and the adoring angels. None of these three possibilities seems particularly plausible on their own, and, in fact, they would seem to have little relevance if coupled with more realistic theories, which can provide evidence on their own.


Of particular interest are the Celtic and Folkloric theories for the Grail.  The story of Perceval, without a doubt, comes from the Celtic Welsh.  The name is from that Celtic culture, and the stories of the Mabinogion, a collection of Welsh tales, contain an episode of an ignorant boy named Peredur, from which the name Perceval is derived.  Furthermore, Chrétien would have been familiar, as a poet of the time, with the rich tradition of Breton poetry, which is related to and shared ideas and stories with Welsh poetry.  Meanwhile, the Irish literary tradition had interaction with the Welsh.  This is verified by the Mabinogion itself, which contains one story in which Welshmen travel to Ireland to bring back Bran's magical cauldron, which some have associated with the Grail.  This cauldron had the power to bring the dead back to life, and the Grail of the romances keeps the Fisher King from dying of his near-mortal wound (Jung 114).  The set-up of Chrétien’s Grail Castle is also odd in the context of the twelfth-century French.  It has been shown that "the numerous couches, the central fireplace, with the couch of the chief before it, are regular features in the arrangements of the Irish palace hall, but totally unlike those of a twelfth century French castle" (Loomis 158).  There were three fireplaces in the Mead Hall of Tara, and the description is also not unlike that of the Celtic Otherworld fortress of Curoi.  The ability of the Grail to feed the entire body of knights and attendants is echoed in the Irish legend of Dagda's cauldron, which could feed an entire army (Jung 114).  Meanwhile, the spear in the Grail procession, bleeding in French Title and bloody in Parzival, is reminiscent of the venomous spear in Celtic legend, the Luin of Celtchar.  This spear "emitted streams of fire, and required to be constantly plunged in a cauldron of blood, to quell its venomous attributes" (Weston 67).  Yet another possible link are the Irish deities, the Tuatha de Danaan, which according to legend could restore life, and whose treasure were a cup, a lance, a sword, and a stone (Weston 108).  While all of these do give credence to a Celtic interpretation, they also fail to explain the context of the Grail in the story, which is the same weakness exhibited by the Catholic interpretation.  It is true that Peredur is an ignorant Welsh boy raised by his mother, but it is also likely that the Welsh poems were bastardized by the later influence of the Continental poets, so it is as likely that Chrétien took that particular section of Peredur's story as that he gave it to him.  


The folkloric evidence for the sources of the tale is grounded in the folktales of the Bretons.  These would obviously have been influenced by the broader rubric of Celtic literature, but one particular story, unique to Brittany, bears a strong resemblance to the Grail quest.  The tale of Peronik goes as follows:

Peronik, a poor youth, hears from a passing knight that two magic objects, a golden goblet and a diamond lance, are to be found in the Castle of Ker Glas.  A drink from the goblet heals all ills and the lance destroys everything it strikes.  These things belong to the magician Rogear who lives at Ker Glas.  To reach that castle, so the knight has learned from a hermit, one must first pass through the forest of illusion, pluck an apple from a tree guarded by a corrigan [dwarf] with a fiery sword and find the laughing flower guarded by a snake-maned lion.  Then, passing through the Sea of Dragons and the Valley of Joy, the hero will reach a river, at the only ford of which a black-clad woman awaits him.  He must take her up on to his horse, so that she may show him the way.  Every knight who has previously sought the castle has perished in doing so but this does not deter Peronik.  He sets out upon the way and succeeds in safely undergoing all the adventures and in reaching Ker Glas.  The magician dies after he has taken one bite from the apple and been touched by the woman, who is revealed to be the plague.  In an underground chamber Peronik finds the goblet and the lance, “la lance qui tue et le basin qui vivifie”.

The castle vanishes in a clap of thunder and Peronik finds himself in the forest.  After dressing himself I fine clothes he goes to the court of the king, who loads him with gifts and makes him commander of his soldiers. So the foundling child becomes a great and mighty lord.

This story is clearly one meant to be told by storytellers and villagers, and certainly not the Continental courts where Chrétien’s poetry was recited.  Its mysterious and episodic nature is like the telling of a romance, but this possible link also fails to incorporate the specifics of the Grail Castle; while the Christian interpretation gives a Grail Castle and no background, folklore gives a rich tapestry as a background in which the Grail has no part.


In all likelihood, the actual sources for the Grail legends, as we know them in the forms of Conte du Graal and Parzival, is a mixture of several of these likely choices.  No single explanation does justice to the entire tale.  The background to the story and the main plotline must almost necessarily come from different sources, but there is no method for determining which sources would have been most likely to have occurred to the author of the tales at the time of inception.  What is very likely is that while these sources must themselves have come from original ideas, the romances of Chretien and Wolfram must also have had some kind of unique literary spark behind them.  

