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Ecclesiastical Influence on the Legend of 
the Holy Grail 

It is now generally recognized Toy scholars that 
in the Legend of the Holy C-rail, as well as in the bran-
ches of the Arthurian Legend proper to which it has become 
joined, there are present the evidences of four distinct 
influences, those of mythology, history, chivalry, and 

1 
the Christian religion. The influence of the last 
two is most apparent of all, and that of the Christian 
religion so manifest, perhaps, as to seem to demand no 
definite study; yet, if asked to state clearly the eccles-
iastical thought present in the Legend and to point out 
the reasons for its presence, few readers would be 
able to give anything like a full and accurate reply. 

In order to separate clearly the influence of 
Christian religious thought from other influences that 
played prominent parts in the development of the Legend, 
it is necessary to recall the differences that exist 
between the Grail story in its latest and best known 
forms and in its earlier and less familiar guise. The 
two earliest extant versions of the Grail Legend are 

1. For a discussion of the attitude of modern schol-
ars on the subject, see Howard Maynadier, The Arthur of 
the English Poets, pp. 6 ff., 106 ff. 
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Chretien de Troyes' Perceval le Gallois ou le Conte du 
Graal, written probably about 1175 and left uncompleted 
by its author, and Peredur the Son of Evrawc, composed 
undoubtedly in the twelfth century but existing only 
in the fourteenth-century manuscript translated by Lady 
Charlotte Guest under the title of the LTabinogion. 

The two stories, based on the same or similar source 
material, coincide in telling the adventures ofAyouth, 
Perceval, or Peredur, who has been brought up by his 
widowed motherjintentionally outside the world of chivalry. 
Contrary to the wishes of his mother, the lad leaves 
home, in time becomes a great knight, and achieves numer-
ous adventures in behalf of wronged or oppressed ladies, 

* 

to whose attractions, moreover, he is exceedingly suscep-
tible. In Chretien's story, he remains for some time 2 
in Blanchefleur1 s ca.stle as her lover. In Peredur, 
he "was entertained by the Empress fourteen years, as 3 
the story relates." In these and in other respects, 
his character is that of the typical worldly knight. 

2. Ch. Potvin, editor, Perceval le Callois ou le 
Conte Graal, Vol. Ill, pp. 45 ff. 

3. Lady Charlotte Guest, translator, Peredur the 
Son of Evrawg, in The Ifcibinogion, Everyman's Library, p.209. 
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Certain incidents in the knight's career demand 
special attention, in view of the later development of 
the Legend. In Peredur, he visits the court of the lame 
king, his uncle, where he sees wonders, described thus 

4 
in the story; 

"And he beheld two youths enter the hall, and 
proceed up to the chamber, bearing a spear of mighty 
size, with three streams of "blood flowing from the point 
to the ground. And when all the company saw this, they 
"began wailing and lamenting. But for all that, the man 
did not "break off his discourse with Peredur. And as he 
did not tell Peredur thejmeaning of what he saw, he 
forebore to ask him concerning it. And when the clamour 
had a little subsided, "behold two maidens entered, with 
a large salver between them, in which was a man's head, 
surrounded by a profusion of blood. And thereupon the 
company of the court made so great an outcry, that it 
was irksome to be in the same hall with them. But at 
length they were silent." 

'The head, it develops at the end of the story,5 
was that of Perceval's cousin, who had been slain by 
the sorceresses of Gloucester. These women, moreover, 
had caused the lameness of the aged king, Peredur's 
uncle. The lance remains unexplained in the story. 

4. Lady Charlotte Guest, translator, op. cit., p.l85. 
5- Lady Charlotte Guest, translator, op. cit., p. 219. 
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6 In Chretien's Perceval, the knight likewise 
visits the castle of the lame lord, who is here a fish-
erman, and Perceval's cousin instead of his uncle. 
There appears, as in the Celtic story, a bleeding lance, 

curv flAt/Tv 
"but, in addition,^ a sword, golden candlesticks, and a 
light-giving grail. As in Peredur, the knight asks no 
questions. This fact, he later finds out, is to cause 
great woe to the castle and its surroundings. He dis-
covers, moreover, that his cousin is lame "because of 
having "been wo„nded "by a dart, and on account of his 
lameness is unable to participate in any sport but fish-
ing. The sword, the spear, &nd the candlesticks remain 
vague, perhaps because the author failed to complete 
his story; but the grail is a holy vessel containing 
a wafer, which for twenty years has fed the father of 7 
the fisherman. 

To any reader familiar with the later Legend, 
even as presented in modern poetry, most of the larger 
differences between it and the stories just summarized 
will be perfectly apparent. It should be remembered, 
however, that to late versions of the guest Legend proper 
there is attached a long history of the Grail, of which 
Joseph of Arimathea is the personal hero. This addition, 
6. Ch. Potvin, Ectitor, op. cit. 
7. For further details, the work itself, heretofore 
referred to, should be consulted, or else the excellent 
summary in Howard Maynadier, The Arthur of the English 
Poets, pp. 106-112. 



























































34. 

In addition to making celibacy one of the chief 
ideals of the Legend, the introduction of Galahad as hero 
changes entirely the character of the Grail quest, and 
changes it, too, in a direction exactly in accord with the 
ecclesiastical conceptions of the time. Originally the 
quest was for one person, Perceval, and the interest of the 
reader was centered in the adventures and fortunes of this 
one character. The|introducer of Galahad—whoever the un-
known romancer was--retained in the story Perceval and 
other well-known knights of the &ound Tahle, probably 
for two reasons; first, these knights were already popular 
heroes with the public, and their retention would gain 
for the new story a measure of influence from the beginning; 
secondly, the quest was to be a holy one, which Galahad 
should achieve simply because he was the purest and most 
pious of knights, consequently there must be a background 
of other knights with whom the hero might be compared. 
In such a story, naturally, all the knights engaged in the 
one quest, which thus became general. Lancelot failed 
because of his relations with Guenevere. Gawain, as has 
been noted, lacked the virtues of humility and simplicity. 
Bors ana Perceval, admirable in all respects except in 
their lack of celibacy^received high honor, but not the 
highest. The new knight, Galahad, the medieval ascetic, 
was alone fit to achieve the quest. What, then, was the 
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theme of the Legend, as finally fixed by ecclesiastical 
influence? Namely, this: that, in addition to the com-
manded moral virtues, the evangelical counsel of celibacy 
was necessary to full realization of the highest spiritual 
things. The Grail represented, typically, the Holy Euchar-
ist, including the sacrificial side and the sacramental 
side, with full revelation of its meaning, on the one hand, 
and with thoroughly worthy preparation, on the other. To 
any devout Catholic of the time, the Holy Eucharist was 
the safeguard of eternal salvation, the basis of all prayer, 
the greatest of the sacraments administered to the Christian 
soul; the reception of the sacrament represented, in theory 
at least, the highest moment of existence on earth. In 
the Grail romance, Galahad reaches the highest apprecia-
tion of this; Galahad, alone of all the knights, is a 
celibate. To the medieval mind, the whole quest is simply 
an allegory of the full achievement of the kingdom of 
heaven. Aside from the regular virtues, what is necessary 
for the achievement? Celibacy. In a striking way was 
justified to the minds of the people the application of 
the Scriptural statement so loved by the ascetic: "These 
are they which were not defiled with women; for they are 
virgins. These are they which follow the Lamb whitherso-
ever he goeth-.-.... And in their mouth was found no guile; 

77 
for they are without fault before the throne of God." 

77. Revelation XIVs^-5". 
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The matters heretofore noted indicate the extent 
and the effect of ecclesiastical influence on the Legend. 
A further interesting problem concerns the means by which 
current ecclesiastical opinion touched the story and as 
to the reasons for this contact. As an organization, the 
Church took no action with reference to the Legend; conse-
quently, any statement as to what the Church thought about 
it,is conjecture. On the one hand, we have the statement 
of H. Oskar Sommer, editor of The Vulgate Version of the 
Arthurian Romances, that "whatever may have been the atti-
tude of individual members of the Church toward the growth 
and development of the Arthurian romances, there is no 
reason to doubt that the Church officially looked upon 

78 
them as harmless and with benevolent neutrality." On 
the other hand, we find Arthur 3?. J. Remy speaking thus 
at the close of his article on The Holy Grail in The 
Catholic Encyclopedia: "It would seem that a legend so 
distinctively Christian would find favor with the Church. 
Yet this was not the case. Excepting Helinandus, clerical 
writers do not mention the Grail, and the Church ignored 
the legend completely. After all, the legend contained 
elements of which the Uhurch could not approve. Its 
sources are in apocryphal, not in canonical scripture, 
and the claims of sanctity made for the Grail were refuted 

• Op. cit., Volume I, Introduction, p. viii. 
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Toy their very extravagance. Moreover, the legend claimed 
for the Church in Britain an origin well nigh as illustri-
ous as that of the Church of Home, and independent of Rome. 
It was thus calculated to encourage and to foster any 

79 
separatist tendencies that might exist in Britain." 

With the Church, then, taking no official position 
with reference to the Legend, such ecclesiastical refer-
ences as occur in the legend must "be credited to individ-
ual action on the part of romancers, ^he amount of eccles-
iastical symbolism and the technical knowledge of theology 
shown in some versions of the story indicate clearly the 
work either of clerics or of learned and devout laymen. 
Doctor Remy's statement as to lack of mention of the Grail 
by clerical writers is entirely correct, so far as certain 
evidence goes. The critic fails, however, to take into 
consideration the fact that a large proportion of medieval 
literature is unsigned, and that, with the clergy, as is 
well-known, doing a large amount of writing on not strictly 
ecclesiastical subjects, a considerable amount of this 
anonymous literature is probably the work of priests. This 
probability is largely increased in the case of any given 
writing when the author refers to himself as a priest, as 
the writer does in Lestoire del Saint Graal, or when, as 
in other Grail romances as well as in this one, the writer 

7 9 . The Catholic Encyclopedia, Volume VI, p. 721-
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shows himself to "be thoroughly familiar with, and to be 
jealous for, a vast amount of ecclesiastical lore. It 
may be argued that the writer was merely a copyist, but 
thi s, if admitted, presumes an original prepared by some 
person having the characteristics suggested. It is not 
known who first attached Christian symbolism to the Grail 
and its story, but the ^ntroduction of Galahad into the 
Legend as predestined achiever of the quest, has been 
commonly ascribed to Walter Majp, the scholarly, well-
bred archdeacon of Oxford. 

What inspired ecclesiastically minded persons 
to take hold of the Legend of the Holy Grail at this 
particular time, the early part of the thirteenth century? 
is the next question that confronts the student of the 
subject. In the first place, two apocryphal books, the 
Gospel of Nicodemus and the Avenging of the Saviour, more 
commonly known by its Latin title of Vindicta Salvatoris, 
were well-known in England at an early date. Doctor 
Maynadier, who traces briefly the conjectural relation-
ship between the Nicodemus work and the history of the 
Grail, states that "traces of familiarity" with this 

apocryphal gosuel "are found in England in the last quarter 
80 

of the eighth century." Of the Vindicta Salvatoris 
there is in the Cambridge Library an Anglo-Saxon manuscript 
presented to Exeter Cathedral by Bishop Leofric early 

80. Howard Maynadier, op. cit., p. 127. 
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8l in the eleventh century. Possibly suggested "by the 
Gospel of Hicodemus, which is a much more/extended work 
tlian the other hook mentioned, there existed in Britain 

82 
a tradition that Joseph of Arimathea preached there after 
the events recorded in the apocryphal gospel, the narra-
tive portion of which ends rather abruptly. 

This tradition, together with certain events 
recorded in the two works mentioned, accounts for the 
genesis of the early history of the Holy Grail. Events 
evidently derived from the Gospel of Nicodemus are the 
imprisonment of Joseph of Arimathea "by the Jews and the 83 
miraculous appearance of Christ to him in the prison, 
with details strongly suggestive of those later incorpor-
ated into stories of the appearance of the Holy Grail. 
The usejof the napkin, or handkerchief, of St. Veronica 
for healing purposes, which has "been noted in connection 
with the history of the Grail, occurs in the Avenging of 

84 
the Saviour. It is worthy of note that in the Grail 
Legend the final release of Joseph from prison, after which 

81. Alexander Walker, translator, op. cit., page. 245• 
82. Howard Maynadier, op. cit.. p. 128, 
83. Alexander Walker, translator, op. cit., pp. 189,194-195. 
84. Alexander Walker .translator, op. cit., p. 254. 
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he starts on the journey that leads him to Britain, does 
not occur until the conquest of Jerusalem under Titus and 
Vespasian, the latter of whom occupies a prominent place 
both in the history of the C-rail and in the Vindicta 

85 
Salvatori s * 

Prohahly a more direct reason for the attachment 
of Christian significance to the Legend of the Holy Grail 
was the growing interest in allegory. Prom the days of the 
Pathers of the Church, antitype had been extensively em-
ployed in dealing with the Scriptures and with ecclesias-
tical tradition, and had grown steadily more popular. 
Symbolic reasons for the use of particular vestments and 
of other details of religious worship were occupying a 
larger and larger place in the medieval mind. Within 
a comparatively short time there was to burst forth the 
floodtide of allegory, in thejmorality play on the one 
hand, in such productions as Piers/>Plowman on the other. 
Under such circumstances, the alteration of a popular 
romance in such a manner as to teach Christian doctrine 
was natural and, indeed to be expected. 

85. In the Vindicta Salvatoris, the Emperor 
Tiberius is healed of leprosy by means of the handkerchief 
of St. Veronica, while in the Grail history it is Ves-
pasian upon whom the miracle is wrought. 
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Moreover, the Crusades and the rise of the Tem-
plars had a stimulating effect upon the more or less ec-
clesiastical romance, as witnessed by the quantity of writ-
ing of this type done. Most of these romances, however, 
possessed ecclesiastical quality in little except the fact 
that they dealt with battles against the Saracens. Tine 
very number and sameness of these romances must have made 
them, even to people of their time, a somewhat tiresome 
form of literature. With the genuine interest existing 
in the Crusades, a new story with scenes laid both in 
Palestine and in uhristendom would become exceedingly 
popular. This fact was doubtless realized when the Grail 
was given Christian significance and was connected with 
the Crucifixion ana with Joseph of Arimathea, who deposited 
the body of Christ in the H&ly Sepulcher. The romancers, 
too, were probably not uninfluenced by the fact that 
there were coming fr©m the East supposed portions of the 

80 
True Cross and of Christ* s blood. As was perhaps intended 
by the writers, the Legend must in turn have reacted in 
a stimulating way upon the Crusaders themselves and upon 
Western Christendom in general, or such portion of it as 
the Legend reached, in that it represented the Saracens 
as having once received and then later renounced the 87 
Christian faith. 

86. C. R. Conder, The Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, 
pp. 171, 200-201, Dorothy Kempe, op. cit., p.xxxvi. 

87. W. W. Skeat. op. cit., p.xlv. 
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The points that have he en heretofore mentioned 
are subordinate, in all probability, to the desire of 
ecclesiastics to present Church doctrine in readable form. 
In this general desire, the writers must have been in iiar-

-feU 88 
mony withAChurch as a whole, for, as Cutts points out, 
"in the eleventh and twelfth centuries heresies sprang 
up sporadically in many parts of the Church the natural 
growth of the times," and the Church, with the aid of the 
civil authority, was making every effort to suppress tiiem. 
The fact that England was almost entirely free from heresy 
does not affect the matter, for Erance, just across the 
channel, had practically all varieties oijit and it must 
have been regarded as necessary to use preventive meas-
ures in the case of the English people, especially 
inasmuch as foreigners were known to have preached heretical 
doctajjne on the island. Moreover, the Legend was intended 
to appeal to both the Erench and the English. 

Besides, it is noticeable that the points of 
doctrine most emphasised in the Legend are those actually 
denied by heretics of the time when the Legend was given 
its Christian significance. Certain of the heresies 
attacked had had their origin ;or were flourishing,in tlie 
Orient, and it is not unlikely that some of the returning 
Crusaders had been influenced by them. With the Saracens 
themselves presented in romance and by the Crusaders as 

88. Turning Points of General Church History, p. 358. 
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knights of chivalry, it would not be surprising if ec-
clesiastics feared the taint of strange Eastern doctrines. 

The heretics against whose doctrines the Legend 
appears chiefly to he directed were the Albigenses, the 
Amalricians, the Bogomili, the Petrobrusians, and the 
followers of such teachers as Roscellinus. The Albigen-
ses and the Bogomili were akin in doctrine, the systems 

89 
of both possessing Jewish and Mohammedan elements. 
They held a dualistic philosophy, and, believing all flesh 
to be evil, denied a real incarnation and made a fantas-
tic explanation of what they regarded as an apparent in-
carnation. The Bogomili, who were found at Constantinople 
and .the Balkan states in the Middle Ages, were conspicu-
ous for their rejection of baptism by water and their 
denial of the real presence in the Holy Eucharist. The 90 
Petrobrusians rejected the Eucharist altogether, while 
the Amalricians, who were condemned in France in 1210, 
just the time when ecclesiastical influence seems to have 
been most potent upon the Grail Legend, rejected the Law ^ 91 [fjfoj the Gospel. The followers of Roscellinus appear 

89. K. A. Weber, The Albigenses, in The Catholic 
Encyclopedia, Volume I, pp. 267-269; The Bogomili, in 
The Catholic Encyclopedia, Volume II, pp. 611-612. 

90. N. A. Weber, The Petrobrusians, in The Catholic 
Encyclopedia, Volume XI, p. 781. 

91. John J. a'Becket, The Amalricians, in the Cath-
olic Encyclopedia, Volume I, pp. 379-380. 
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to have set up practically a triple deity through their 
92 

ideas as to the Trinity. It will be observed that the 
heretical doctrines mentioned are all specifically argued 
against in the Legend and that, except matters relating 
to discipline and devotion, few other purely ecclesias-
tical points are taken up. 

Among matters of discipline and devotion, only 
two need specific mention at this place. These are the 
cultus of the Blessed Virgin Mary, which had begun its 
increasingly popular career and which appears distinctly-
favored in the Legend, and the ideal of celibacy. Celi"bacy 
had always had a place in the Church, but with the pro-
hibition of clerical marriage in the Western Church and 
with revival of monasticism from the tenth to the thir-
teenth century, it became much more of an ideal, especial-
ly among scholastic philosophers, with whicfca^ain we 
find the late versions of the Legend strikingly in sympathy. 

Still more conspicuous as showing the scholastic 
bias of the writers of the late Legend is their emphasis ' 93 
upon the doctrines of transubstantiation and concomitance, 
neither of which had been passed upon by the Church.and for 

92. J. Forget, Holy Ghost, in The Catholic Encyclo-
pedia, Volume VII, p. 409-

93. Transubstantiation became a dogma in 1215, "by 
which time, according to Sommer (op. cit., Volume I, p-ix) 
the Legend must have reached its form. 
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opposing which, therefore, no one could he regarded as 
a heretic. The doctrine of transubstantiation, 'being 
merely a philosophical explanation of the real presence 
in the Holy Eucharist, which presence was generally accepted, 
aroused discussion chiefly among those familiar with 
philosophy. Except for fixing everywhere the ceremonial 
elevation of the consecrated elements at Mass, it involved 
no practical issues. The doctrine of concomitance met 
with a different reception; for it involved, or was involved 
with, the withdrawal of the cup from the laity. The 
proposed withdrawal of the cap was regularly ascribed 
to reverence for the sacred elements, there being danger 
of spilling the species of wine in administering the 
chalice to a number of comviunicants. The doctrinal 
justification for this withdrawal, however, waa found in 
the belief that "under the appearance of bread alone, 
as well as under the appearance of wine alone, we re-

94 
ceive ^hrist whole and entire." This doctrine of 

94. Maurice M. Hassett, Eucharist, in the Catholic 
Encyclopedia, Volume V, p. 579. 



46. 

concomitance became, in the minds of most people, in-
separably connected with the withdrawal of the cup, and 
was the theme of bitter and extended controversy. The 
effort in tiie late versions of the Legend of the Holy 
Grail, and especially in Lestoire del Saint Graal, is 
to justify the doctrine, and evidently, as a consequence, 
the withdrawal of the cup. 

The effort to exert a particular kind of influence 
through any form of literature presupposes a particular 
group of people upon whom the author thinks it necessary, 
or at least desirable, to exert the influence. To what 
group was tiie appeal of the Legend of the Holy Grail? 
The Arthurian Legend in general, scholars agree, has its 
origin in Celtic mythology, intermingled with exaggerated 
Celtic history. The earliest versions, which of course 
are not now extant, were undoubtedly sung by the wander-
ing Habinog, who would come into contact with the common 
people. The introduction of chivalry into the Legend 
was the result of courtly influence, not Celtic, but 
l-Torman-English. The natural consequence was, that the 
Legend became popular among the nobility and the knight-
hood, though, by such men of culture as Giraldus Cambrensis 

95 
it was, to say the least, ligntly regarded. Nevertheless, 
that it continued for some time to be well-known in 

95- Giraldus Cambrensis, Itinerary through Wales, Part I, 
chapter 5. 
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aristocratic circles, is suggested "by Geoffrey Chaucer's 
familiar comparison of the burlesque hero of decaying 

96 
chivalry to the great Sir Perceval . The introduction 
of ecclesiastical teaching into the Grail Legend, and, to 
a certain degree, into branches of the Arthurian Legend 
proper, was intended, I believe, not to restrict the appeal 
of the romances, but to extendLit. Chivalry remains as 
prominent as before; there is apparantly, as has been 
noted, appeal to the Crusaders in their holy wars; vice, 
as well as virtue, is conspicuous, from the point of 
view of ecclesiastical ethics as applied to medieval life, 
the change in the Legend consists in the presentation 
of the inevitable reward of righteousness and the inev-
itable suffering that follows upon evil conduct. Lance-
lot and Gawain, one for unchastity, the other for pride, 
are, to their own great unhappiness, debarred from the 
highest pleasure and the highest honor; namely, the 
achievement of the Quest of the Holy Grail. Galahad, 
on the other hand, is a thoroughly chivalrous knight, 
yet at the same time perfect according to t he ethical 
standards of the Church; and to him comes the great 

96. "Himself drank water of the wel 
As did the knight sir Percivel." 

—Chaucer, Sir Thopas, II- 204-205. 
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reward. In addition to these large conceptions, the 
emphasis placed upon the fact that even the less worthy 
knights performed their religious duties—such as confes-
sion and attendance at Mass—faithfully, suggests a 
lesson to the chivalrous knights of the time. 

With the exertion of ecclesiastical influence 
upon the Legend, however, the appeal is no longer exclu-
sively to the aristocracy. Nor is the appeal to the cler-
gy, except incidentally. In the case of either of these 
two classes, much of the careful dogmatic exposition 
contained in the revised Legend would he superfluous: 
in the case of the aristocracy, because heresy, except ^ 
what might unconsciously have been acquired by Crusaders 
in the East, seldom arose in the conservative nobility; 
in the case of the clergy, because the details mentioned 
were already familiar, except to the most unlearned, 
who probably would not read them, anyhow, even in the 
guise of romance. There was unquestionably a certain 
ethical and ecclesiastical appeal to the nobility, and 
many of the clergy doubtless read the romances as a form 
of pious recreation. There was fundamentally, however, 
an appeal to classes below the nobility and the clergy, 
to classes where heresy was likely to arise. The lan-
guage is simpler than would be necessary if the audience 
were composed only of the learned. An example of this 
from the Estoire, the most definitely ecclesiastical 
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of the late versions of the Grail stories, is the use 
of the word "capel" instead of "mitk̂ j" in referring to 

97 
the head-cove ring worn "by the bishop. That the word 
refers to the mitre—the word is the same in modern 
English—is shown by the fact that it is described as 
having two horns, which was the characteristic form of 
thejmitre in the early thirteenth century. The clergy 
and the nobility would be familiar with the technical 
term. The use of a general word instead, implies either 
that the writer did not know the technical word or that 
he was addressing people who were probably unfamiliar 
with it. The first hypothesis is out of accord with 
the knowledge of technical ecclesiastical symbolism 
shown by the author in various places in his work, and 
particularly in the explanation of the bishop's vest-
ments, in which he uses the word "capel." This leaves 
only the explanation that the audience, in part at any 
rate, would not understand the more appropriate word. 
The introduction of ecclesiastical teaching into the 
Legend was thus intended to broaden the appeal of the 
story. In Erance, where the language in which most of 
the romances were written was generally understood, the 
appeal to the somewhat less educated probably became 
general very soon. In England, the romances,. perhaps 

97' H. Oskar Sommer, editor, op. cit., Volume 
p. 39. The contemporary ̂CTfe of the word "mitre" is re-
cognized in Erederic Goaefroy, Dictionnaire agr* Ancienne 
Langue Erancaise, Volume X, p. 159 
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for a while continued to appeal largely to the courtly 
classes, along with such persons among the middle classes 
as knew French. It is likely, however, that these 
stories, along with their ecclesiastical teaching, were 
retold orally in English. Within a comparatively short 
time, the retelling of the Arthurian and Grail stories 
in written English "began. The earliest example extant 

98 
is Sir Tristrem, written late in the thirteenth cen-
tury, or about seventy-five years after the legend had 
taken full form in French. With, the amount of material 
that has been lost to the modern reader in various ways, 
it is not improbable that written English versions 
occurred much earlier, thus introducing the Legends, 
ecclesiastically tranformed, to the whole English people. 

In the relation of the Legend of the Holy Grail 
to England, there is involved also the question of its 
relation to the Church in England, as distinguished 
from the Western Church in general. To the likelihood 
of such a relation, there is the testimony of a Roman 99 
Catholic writer, Arthur F. J. Remy, already quoted, 
to the effect that "the legend claimed for the Church 
in Britain an origin well nigh as illustrious as that 

98. George P. McNeill, editor, Sir Tristrem. 
Scottish Text Society Publications, Volume VIII:. 

99- The Holy Grail, in The Catholic Encyclopedia, 
Volume VI, p. 721. 
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of the Church of Rome, and independent of Rome." "It 
w&s thus calculated," Doctor Remy goes on to say, "to 
encourage and to foster any separatist tendencies that 
might exist in Britain." The Legend gives to Joseph 
of Arimathea the honor of "being the first missionary 
to Britain; to his son^the position of firfct Christian 
hi shop, to which he was consecrated, according to the 
story, "by Christ himself. The important position occu-
pied hy the Pope in other ecclesiastical romances of the 
time does not exist in the Grail Legend. That there 
was considerable dissatisfaction in medieval England 
with papal jurisdiction, while at the same time the 
realm was almost universally orthodox in matters of 
faith, is generally admitted. The suspension of Stephen 
Langton from the archbishopric of Canterbury by Innocent 
III, because Langton had led the movement for Magna 
Charta?with its provision that the Church of England 
should be free, is an example of ecclesiastical contro-
versy between Rome and. England. On the other hand, there 
was no definite movement for a separation from Rome. 
It would be futile to attempt to find in the Legend 
the theory of jurisdiction as proceeding from the Celtic 

Church. It is quite as futile to attampt to discover, 
100 

as Mr. J. S. Tunison attempts to do, the idea of a 

100. The Graal Problem, pp. 18 ff. 
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universal spiritual kingdom of which, the Pope should "be 
head and a universal temporal kingdom ruled over by the 
King of England as a sort of second Charlemagne. This 
theory introduces the Legend as representing allegorically 
Henry II. of England as Lancelot, and his son Henry as 
Galahad. Asj.de from the somewhat fantastic and apparent-
ly far-fetched character of this theory, the best scholar-
ship controverts it on the ground of the time when ec-
clesiastical character was given to the Legend. The work 
of Chretien de Troyes, who because he was a poet at the 
court of Marie, daughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine, would 
have been familiar with such an allegory as Mr. Tunison 
suggests, and who wrote his treatment of the Grail Legend 

101 
about 1175 » siakes Perceval the hero of his Grail ro-
mance and gives nothing of ecclesiastical character to 
the story. The continuators of Chretien's poem, Gautier, 102 
Mennessier, and Gerbert, leave Perceval the hero, 
though they introduce ecclesiastical symbolism into the 
story. The son of Henry II., presumed by Mr. Tunison to 

t 101. Howard Maynadier, op. cit., p. 69. 

102. The work of these continuators is in part 
contained in M. Potvin's Perceval le Gallois ou le Conte 
du Graal, to which reference has been made earlier in 
this study. 
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"be represented "by Sir Galahad, died in 1182. #rom the 
time of Chretien's poem, 1175. there is left a period 
of hut seven years for the three continuators to add 
52,000 lines to Chretien's poem and thereafter for the 
Legend to he given a new hero and a new allegorical 
interpretation. As a matter of fact, the Q.uete du Saint 
Graal, in which is the first extant introduction of 
Galahad as the hero of the quest, was composed probably 

103 
about 1220, . though the material perhaps existed in 
other form somewhat earlier. So far as the English 
Church is concerned in the Legend, the writers probably 
had in mind neither the theory of jurisdiction as pro-
ceeding from the ancient Celtic Church nor a theory of 
the spiritual, non-temporal sovereignty of the pope. 
Theories of ecclesiastical jurisdiction, always matters 
of some difficulty, could hardly have possessed, to 
these medieval chroniclers, the clearcut character that 
they assume in the minds of modern students of theology. 
There was probably, in the minds of the writers, no 
definite desire for separation from Rome. On the other 
hand, the British feeling of independence, in matters 
ecclesiastical as well as in those political, is apparent. 

lo3. Gaston Paris, Litterature Erancaise, p. 251. 
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The Legend was, probably, as a matter of actual 
fact, never read at Rome, and Rome knew little or nothing 
about it. As to any actual effect that the Legend may 
have had in developing in England a tendency to separ-
ation from Rome, there is no evidence. 

Uor is there evidence as to the effect of the 
Legend in other directions. Ecclesiastical and other 
influences may be traced in the Legend; their effect 
upon the actual thought and life of the persons who 
came into contact with the stories, must be a matter 
of conjecture. 
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