Perceval Meets the Fisher King

Perceval was a young man who lived with his mother in the depths of a wild forest in Wales, near Snowdon.  His father had retreated to a quiet manor-house in the forest eyars before, after being crippled in battle by a wound in the thighs, and had died when Perceval was a small boy.  Perceval was brought up by his mother, who deliberately kept him in ignorance of the great world beyond the forest’s edge.  He had never heard of knights and chivalry, or of Christ and the Church, though he had been told a little about God and the angels and demons.  He had no notion of civilized manners and sex was a closed book to him.  He did not know his own name and his mother called him Fair Son.  Handsome, sturdy, and engagingly cheerful, he was impetuous, brash and comically naïve.

One day in the forest Perceval saw five knights in all their finery of glittering armour and glowing heraldry.  He thought they must be angels and that their leader was God.  They disillusioned him, not too unkindly, and explained that they were knights of King Arthur’s court  Perceval at once decided to be a knight himself  His mother did her tearful best to dissuade hi, but he brushed her protests aside and in the end she sent him out into the world with a clumsy, rustic suit of clothes and some hasty instructions about women, churches, and the fundamentals of Christianity.  When he left home, his mother fainted with grief.  He looked back and aw her lying on the ground as if dead, whipped up his horse and rode away.

Perceval found Arthur at Carleon, rode into the hall and demanded to be made a knight.  The king did not think him ready for knighthood yet, though a girl at the court predicted that if he lived long enough he would be the best knight in the world.  Pereval hurried away to prove himself.  He was a redoubtable fighter, but so simple-minded and uncout that people who encountered him were not sure if he was quite right in the head.  After a time, however, he came to the castle of a lord name Gornemant, who knighted him after teaching him the code of chivalry and the correct management of lance, shield, and warhorse  Gornemant also told Perceval to curb his tendency to chatter and to say whatever came into his head.  Talking too much, Gornemant said, was sinful and rude. [Note:  in other versions, this instruction to keep quiet comes from his mother, who doesn’t want people to see how clueless her son is.]

Now that he was a knight, Perceval meant to return to his mother, for he was worried about her, but he was delayed by a series of adventures and by faling in love with a delightful girl named Blanchefleur (White Flower).  Still meaning to go home, he came one day to a river, where he saw a small boat with two men in it, one of them fishing.  The fisherman told him there was no way of crossing the river for miles and offered him hospitality for the night at his own castle nearby, in a valley beside the river.

Perceval went to the castle, where he was graciously received by its lord, the fisherman, who was crippled and reclined on a couch in front of a blazing fire.  He presented Perceval with a superb sword, telling him that it was destined for him.  A young man came into the hall carrying a white lance by its shaft.  From its iron head a drop of red blood ran down on to his hand.  Perceval was naturally curious about it, but he remembered Gornemant’s advice to be reticent and he kept quiet.  Two more young men came in, carrying golden candelabra with many burning candles, and with them a lovely girl, richly dressed, who held in her hands a golden grail, studded with precious stones finer than any that could be found in the earth or in the sea.  When she came in with the Grail, there was such a radiance of light that the candles lost their brightness, like stars dimmed by the sun or the moon.  After he came another damsel, carrying a silver carving-dish.  The procession crossed the hall and disappeared into a room at one side.

For the same reason as before, Perceval did not ask about the Grail or enquire who was served from it  A sumptuous dinner was brought to Perceval and his host, and as each course was served the Grail passed before them.  Still Perceval politely said nothing, though he was consumed with curiosity and decided to ask one of the young men about it the next day.  After dinner the lord and Perceval passed the rest of the evening talking.  The lord was carried off to bed in a litter and Perceval bedded down in the hall.  When he woke up the next morning, there was no sign of anyone in the castle and the doors to the rooms off the hall were locked.  Taking his new sword, Perceval mounted his horse and rode out over the drawbridge, which began to rise under him so that his horse had to jump to the far side.  He called back to ask who had raised it, but there was no answer.

Perceval rode away into the forest.  There he met a girl who turned out to be his cousin.  She told him that he had spent the night at the castle of the rich Fisher King, who had been wounded in battle by a javelin thrust through both his thighs.  In constant pain, he could not walk or mount a horse and so he amused himself with fishing.  Had Perceval asked why the lance bled?  No?  Then he had done badly.  Had he asked wehre the Grail procession was going?  No?  Then he had done worse.  If he had asked the right questions about the lance and the Grail, he would have healed the Fisher King and great good would have come of it  Now there was misery in store for Perceval himself and for others.  Because he had not asked about the lance and the Grail, the Fisher King would never hold his estate in peace.  Lands would be laid waste, knights killed, women widowed and children orphaned because of Perceval’s silence  Perceval vowed never to spend two nights in the same place or shirk any danger or suffering until he discovered why the lance bled and whom the Grail served.
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