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The Cistercians and the Queste del Saint
Graal

Karen Pratt
King’s College, London

The Queste del Saint Graal (or rather the Aventures del Seint Graal
as it is called in the extant manuscripts)! forms the central section of
the thirteenth-century romance triptych known as the Prose Lancelot.?
The triptych begins with the Lancelot proper, a courtly romance
telling of the early life and chivalric education of Lancelot, who is
inspired to great feats of prowess by his relationship with Guinevere.
It ends with the Mort Artu, an account of the destruction of Arthur’s
kingdom, brought about by the revelation of the adultery between
Lancelot and Guinevere, by Gawain’s pursuit of revenge against
Lancelot for the accidental killing of his brothers, and by Mordred’s
treachery against his father, Arthur. Here the final tragedy is precipi-
tated by a strong dose of fate and misfortune as well as by the mis-
guided and in some cases sinful actions of the protagonists.?
Sandwiched between these two rather secular romances is the Queste,
which depicts Galahad’s successful completion of the Grail adven-
tures.4 It seems that later authors, wishing to explain further the mys-
teries and history of the Grail, added to the beginning of the Prose
Lancelot an Estoire and Merlin and its continuation, thus creating an
even longer Lancelot-Grail cycleS When considering the meaning of
the Queste and possible Cistercian influence upon it, it is clearly
important to take into account its manuscript context and position
within the Vulgate Cycle.

Although the romances making up the Prose Lancelot were fre-
quently copied and read together, they were not necessarily composed
by the same hand. In the authorship debate the only point upon which
critics unanimously agree is that these thirteenth-century romances
were not composed by Walter Map, to whom the works are attributed
in the explicit of the Queste, at the beginning and end of the Mort
Artu and in some manuscripts of the Lancelot proper.® Map, archdea-
con of Oxford and clerk to Henry II of England, died ¢.1209, a date
deemed to be too early for the Prose Lancelot, usually dated 1215-30
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(and the Queste itself 1225-30); his name was probably cited to give
the cycle an air of authority, although the attribution to him of a work
of Cistercian influence is problematic, given his vitriolic comments
on the order’s decadence in his De Nugis Curialium.?

On the subject of authorship, some critics argue that the whole
Lancelot-Grail cycle, except for the Merlin and its Suite, was the
work of one man, and was religious in inspiration, the more secular
romances providing negative exempia to contrast with the positive
models of the Queste heroes.® Others emphasise the inconsistencies
between the various parts of the cycle and in particular the differ-
ences of spirit within the Prose Lancelot itself, and they suggest that
there were several authors.” Jean Frappier's compromise solution to
the problem of authorship was his theory of the architect, who, he
believed, devised the overall plan of the cycle and probably com-
posed the Lancelot proper, but gave the Queste and the Mort Artu to
other writers, who were nevertheless expected to follow the grand
plan.!® Noting the references to Meaux and to the feast of St Mary
Magdalen (see Queste, 147,7) scholars generally accept that the cycle
was produced in the Champagne region of France.

It should be clear from this summary of the authorship debate that
any conclusion regarding Cistercian influence on the Queste will
have repercussions for our view of the authorial stance and meaning
of other parts of the cycle. Although this paper necessarily concen-
trates on the spiritual and monastic aspects of the romance, we must
never forget that the Quesre forms the central section of the biogra-
phy of the greatest of Arthur’s secular knights, Lancelot,!! and that it
is his son Galahad, a knight, not a monk, who brings to an end - the
phrase is ‘mener a fin’ - the adventures of the Holy Grail.

Before turning to the Cistercian aspects of this romance a brief
plot summary is in order. After Galahad's knighting by his father
Lancelot and his recognition by Arthur’s court as the elect knight
(élu) for whom the Perilous Seat at the Round Table is waiting, the
Holy Grail is seen at Arthur’s Pentecostal court and the knights of
the Round Table set off to find it. This quest, instigated by Gawain,
is no ordinary one, for although the Grail is an object, a religious
relic, the dish in which Christ partook of the Paschal Lamb, it is not
a trophy to be sought and won, nor a mere enigma to be solved.!2
Instead the Grail’s function is to lead knights to adventures which
are no ordinary test of their chivalry. Indeed, its quest is an allegory
for an inner journey of spiritual enlightenment, taking the partici-
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pants onto the battlefield where God and the devil struggle for
supremacy over the soul of man, and where God will only win if
man willingly submits to His will.

Many of the Grail adventures appear on the surface to be conven-
tional tests of chivalric prowess, yet if approached by knights con-
cerned primarily to win worldly honour and prove their courage, they
lead to failure and much killing, sometimes of fellow knights of the
Round Table (see the accusations against Gawain at the beginning of
the Mort Artu). Tt is only those knights who understand the spiritual
significance of the various tests, who embody virtues such as virgini-
ty/chastity, humility and abstinence, and who resist the temptations of
the devil, who come close to witnessing the mysteries of the Grail.
This is what Gawain learns from a hermit before he gives up the
quest:

‘Les aventures qui ore avienent sont les senefiances et les
demostrances dou Saint Graal, ne li signe dou Saint Graal
n’aparront ja a pecheor [...] Si ne devez mie cuidier que ces
aventures qui ore avienent soient d’omes tuer ne de chevaliers
ocirre;!? ainz sont des choses esperituex, qui sont graindres et
mielz vaillanz assez.” (160,33-161,6)

As we have just seen, understanding is aided by a series of
preudommes, hermits and religious strategically placed along the
route in order to explain the visions, dreams, divine messages, sym-
bolic words and events which constitute the knights’ spiritual educa-
tion. One such hermit tells Lancelot he will fail in the quest because
of his adulterous relationship with Guinevere and convinces him,
after confession, to adopt a life of asceticism and chastity (p.62ff).
Gawain’s pride, on the other hand, prevents him from making any
spiritual progress, and he returns to Arthur’s court a failure. It is
Galahad (a virgin knight) who openly witnesses the mysteries of the
Grail and then dies in ecstasy. At this point the Grail and Lance are
taken up to heaven by a mysterious hand, and we are told, never seen
again (279,3-7). Perceval spends his last days as a hermit and dies in
the East, while it is left to pious Bohort to take the story of the adven-
tures of the Holy Grail back to Arthur’s court, where they are record-
ed by clerks (279,30).

The Queste’s emphasis on the interpretation of signs is important,
for it helps us to see that the romance in fact functions on three levels:



72 . Karen Pratt

the tropological or moral and the allegorical, as well as the literal.!4
At the ' moral level Galahad is the exemplary Christian knight, the soul
yearning for union with God, the sponsa in the terms of the Song of
Songs. His role is to indicate through example the way to salvation.
At the allegorieal level he is what Matarasso (pp.13-16) calls a post-
figurative type of Christ.and his very name, meaning ‘heap of testi-
mony’ defines him as such (Matarasso, 38). His destiny is thus to ful-
fil prophecy, to complete adventures, to lead the way to the New
Jerusalem (Sarras). It is through Galahad’s life that knighthood is
redeemed (Matarasso, 37); his story is the New Testament of
Chivalry foretold in the adventures of all the ‘Old Testament’ figures
(e.g. Joseph of Arimathea, Josephus, Seraphe/Nascien,
Ewalach/Mordrain) who form the prehistory of Galahad’s advent. For
example, his healing of the maimed King with blood from the Lance
(equated since the First Continuation of Chrétien’s Perceval with the
Spear of Longinus), confirms him as a Christ-figure with similar
powers of healing. It is Galahad’s dual function as both sponsa and
sponsus that contributes towards the complex spiritual message of
this romance, along with the polyvalent symbolism of the Grail (see
below) and other sacred objects.!> Moreover, Galahad’s healing role
is also reminiscent of the unspelling powers of Celtic heroes, echoes
of which are still to be found in Chrétien de Troyes’ Perceval. Thus
further ambiguity and thematic texture are provided by the fusing of
Celtic myth with Christian allegory, and by the process (begun by
Robert de Boron in his Roman de I’ Estoire dou Graal) of combining
secular Arthurian tradition and salvation history.

Bearing this in mind we come at last to the question of the
Cistercian influence on the Queste. It was Albert Pauphilet in his
study of the romance published in 19216 who first argued for monas-
tic and particularly Cistercian inspiration and even authorship of this
work!7 and many of his arguments are still valid today, though subse-
quent critics have elaborated upon or modified them.'® What follows
owes a great debt to Pauphilet’s researches and to Matarasso’s judi-
cious comments on them.

The most obvious textual allusions to the monks of Citeaux in the
romance are the references to white monks or white abbeys (26,27;
118,33; 182,25; 261,23; 272,5). Spiritual advice is administered
almost entirely by monks or hermits who often seem to be attached to
an order!? (with the exception of two female recluses, not included in
Pauphilet’s discussion); there is no mention of secular clergy, nor of














































































