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The Arthurian Romances

Grail Quests



• Geoffrey of Monmouth: Historia Regum Britanniae (1136) 
Latin. Takes legends of Arthur to create national epic of the 
Anglo-Welsh-Norman-Breton empire of Henry I-II

• Wace: Roman de Brut (1155) translation of Geoffrey into 
French couplets. Won advancement from Henry II at 
Bayeux. Round Table.

• Layamon Brut (1190) translates Wace into Middle English 
alliterative epic. Arthur taken to Avalon by Morgana

• Chrétien de Troyes (1160-1190): Arthurian Romances: “The 
Knight of the Cart,” “The Knight with the Lion”

• Wolfram von Eschenbach (1195-1225) Parzival















Lancelot

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illumin
atedmanuscripts/TourArtProse.as

p

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/TourArtProse.asp




Chrétien’s “Knight of the Cart”
Camelot: “San” et “Matière” “molt bel conjointure”

Meleagant’s Challenge / Kay’s Response
Mysterious Knight and Battle Scene

Forest (7): Cart and Dwarf, Castle with 3 Maidens and Perilous Bed
Sees Queen, Funeral, Crossroads (Gorre Kingdom of No Return)
Love Trance, Knight at the Ford, Rape Battle Temptation at Night
Comb, Older Man, Son, Maiden; Perilous Chapel, Sarcophagus
Deer Hunter’s Castle (Prisoners of Logres, Stone Passage)
Deer Hunter’s Sons to Stone Passage, Knight with 2 Axes
Trapped in Passage through Fortress with 3 Gates and Ring
Decapitates Knight for Maiden
Psychomachia: Generosity and Compassion

Sword Bridge and Lions at Vespers; Three Mary’s Ointment
Defeats Meleagant, Queen’s Intervention, Treaty, Naming
Guenevere’s Rejection, 3 Days of Grief and Suicide
Sacred Marriage (Minne, Eros, Agape, Amor)

Camelot: Imprisonment in Tower and Rescue by Maiden
Final Battle with Meleagant
Sycamore, Spring, Gems, Silver, Gold



One of the greatest Arthurian romances about marriage and 
relationship concerns the adulterous love between Lancelot and 
Guenevere. Chrétien’s version of the tale, called “The Knight of 
the Cart,” begins when a mysterious knight interrupts a meal to 
announce that he holds in captivity many knights, ladies, and 
maidens from Arthur’s domains. They will be released on 
condition that one knight be allowed to accompany Queen 
Guenevere into the nearby woods and defend her.

Arthur’s steward, Sir Kay, obtains permission to be that 
knight, threatening to leave Arthur’s service immediately, and 
refusing to relent until the Queen falls on the floor and begs 
Arthur to let Kay be the one.

Kay accompanies Guenevere and the mysterious intruder, as 
they ride off into the woods. This causes terrific distress, grief, 
and dejection among the courtiers, who comment on it as 
outrageous, arrogant, and absurd: Kay is a steward, not a warrior 
to be entrusted with the Queen’s safety.



As the Queen is led away, miserable and depressed, every 
man and woman of the court grieves as bitterly as if 
Guenevere lay dead in her coffin. Gawain rides out imme-
diately after the Queen to see how Kay fares in her defense.

He finds Kay’s horse with the bridle snapped (a telling 
detail, suggesting that all hell has broken loose!), its saddle 
broken and battered, and its stirrup cups bloodstained. The 
rider-less horse signifies the removal of reason from its 
rightful place—something that often happens in marriage and 
relationship—and it is a common symbol in military funerals.

The court then sees Lancelot approaching on a horse that 
drops dead from exhaustion. Lancelot gets a new one from 
Gawain, which the court soon finds dead in a field trampled 
down and littered by broken lances and shields.









Now horseless, Lancelot agrees to get on a cart pulled by a 
dwarf, who promises him knowledge of Guenevere’s
whereabouts. Lancelot hesitates two steps before climbing on 
the cart, because, we are told, the cart was used in those days 
only for criminals guilty of treason, murder, theft, or highway 
robbery. Anyone put in the cart would lose all legal rights and 
be subject to the abuse and slander which is actually heaped 
on Lancelot when he and Gawain arrive a castle that same 
evening.

This supreme public humiliation, and the gruesome details 
leading up to it, suggest that a serious deflation of the ego and 
a complete resignation of the persona is the prerequisite for the 
hero journey of marriage! The wounding of chivalric pride, 
and the violation of courtly codes, gets the story going, and 
deepens the relationship.







Lancelot’s first ordeal occurs at midnight in the castle 
where he arrives in the cart. Though warned by the Lady of 
the castle that no knight who has been subjected to the shame 
of the cart would even think to lie in the magnificent bed, 
Lancelot asserts his right to the privilege.

This is the “Perilous Bed,” popularized by the Arthurian 
legends in tales usually devoted to Gawain. While sleeping in 
the bed, Lancelot is awakened at midnight by a lance shot 
down from the rafters like a thunderbolt, which pins him down 
and bursts into flames. The head of the lance just grazes his 
side, and Lancelot puts the fire out, throws the weapon away, 
and goes back to sleep!

The test here is one of courage, and the temptation is of 
fear; the next test, therefore, desire. Fear, duty, and desire are 
the three temptations of the Buddha beneath the Boddhi Tree.



Hence, at the next castle where Lancelot spends the night, 
an exceedingly beautiful and elegantly dressed damsel offers 
her hospitality on the condition that Lancelot sleep with her, a 
condition which many people would have been eager to 
accept. Not Lancelot, ever faithful to his King’s wife.

That night, after rescuing the naked damsel from a group of 
rapists, he is forced to lie with her, but he does so without 
removing his shirt, and his fidelity to Guenevere stifles the 
faintest trace of desire in his heart. These two episodes at the 
beginning of Lancelot’s journey establish Lancelot’s courage 
and loyalty, and prepare him for a higher love (like that of the 
Bodhisattva’s) which transcends fear and desire.

Having passed these tests, Lancelot moves more deeply 
into the netherworld. In one episode, he must obey a lady who 
commands him to decapitate the knight who has abducted her.







Lancelot comes to a church with a finely sculpted and 
tremendously heavy sarcophagus. An inscription on the tomb 
says that “whosoever raises the slab will free all the people 
imprisoned in that land from which no traveler has as yet re-
turned.” This is the land of the dead, Hamlet’s “undiscovered 
country from whose bourne no traveler returns.”

Lancelot raises the slab without the slightest difficulty, 
hence delivering all the men and women trapped in the 
kingdom from which no one escapes—just as Christ delivers 
us from death by his sacrifice and harrowing of hell.

As both the best of knights, and the worst of knights 
(because of his adulterous love for Guenevere), Lancelot com-
bines godly and human traits. Like Jesus, he sacrifices himself 
to save others. And like a Bodhisattva, he refuses to renounce 
the world until all beings have been delivered from hell.





These allusions to Christ become most pronounced during 
the famous sword bridge crossing, a scene often depicted in 
Medieval art. The water rushing beneath the bridge is black 
and turbid, as horrid and terrifying as if it were the Devil’s 
river. Two lions are tied to a stone slab at the opposite end of 
the bridge, which is described as a highly polished, razor 
sharp, glistening sword. Having been previously wounded in 
the side while sleeping in the Perilous Bed, Lancelot is now 
grievously wounded in the hands and feet while crossing the 
sword bridge.

The wounds include all the ones associated with Jesus, and 
complete the portrait of Lancelot as the Crucified Christ 
(bleeding from palms, feet, and side) who redeems mankind 
from death (remember that Lancelot had done so earlier by 
lifting the stone slab of the sarcophagus).























To reinforce the analogy between Lancelot, Jesus, and the 
Harrowing of Hell, King Bademagu promises to heal Lancelot 
by using “the three Marys’ ointment,” the ointment brought to 
the tomb on Easter Sunday by three women variously identified 
with Mary Magdalen, Mary Salome, and Mary mother of James.

But the Triple Goddess and her dying and resurrecting 
consort also evoke Celtic associations. Lancelot’s entrance into 
the underworld is an entrance into the realm of the Goddess, 
personified by Guenevere, but also suggested by numerous other 
little details, such as the lions or leopards which guard the 
gateway of the castle at the other end of the sword bridge.

The affiliation between the lion and the Great Goddess goes 
all the way back to a statuette of the Goddess giving birth on a 
lion throne in Turkey, of about 6500 B.C.E. In Cretan myth, 
Lady of the Labyrinth stands on a mountain with lions on either 
side. And the Anatolian Goddess, Cybele, is flanked by lions.



Having at last reached the castle where the Queen lies 
imprisoned, Lancelot is escorted through the tower gateway, 
guarded by lions on the other end of the sword bridge. That 
night, he forces his way through the barred window into the 
room where Guenevere waits for him.

“Why did you hesitate two steps before climbing on the 
cart, back down the road a pace?” Guenevere asks him, with 
the apparent omniscience of a Goddess.

How did she know?
Stung by her astonishing reaction to his appearance, still 

bleeding from the miraculous ordeal of the sword bridge, 
Lancelot attempts suicide—which, in the context of the 
mythology of the Great Goddess and her ritually slain consort, 
suggests the death and rebirth of the hero who ventures into 
the underworld to redeem the soul of the world from death.









To complete his journey, Lancelot has to fight the man who 
stole Guenevere at the beginning of the story. The joust is 
modeled on the victory of Christ on the battlefield of 
Armageddon. It occurs in the presence of all the lords and 
ladies of Arthur’s court on a heath dominated by a splendid 
sycamore tree, planted (we are told) in the time of Abel. Fine 
emerald-green grass (ever fresh) grows beneath the sycamore. 
Beside the tree, a spring flows above a pebbled bed bright as 
silver, over a channel as pure and unblemished as burnished 
gold.

This is a Christianity modified by the archaic Celtic and 
alchemical motifs of the marriage of the sun and the moon 
(gold and silver). The fusion of gold and silver is particularly 
interesting in this context, for it suggests the marriage of 
Eternity and Time, Sol and Luna, King and Queen.





Prose Lancelot including La Queste del Sant Graal
and Le Mort d’Artu



























Approaches
Zimmer: Kama-Mara-Dharma (Buddha, Boddhisattva)

Initiation Rites (Templars, Cathars)
Marseille Tarot Deck

RRC: Defamiliarizing (Russian Formalists)
Pathologizing (Hillman)
Dissolution of Ego (Complexes, Archetypes)
Threshold Crossing (Campbell)

Typology: Harrowing of Hell, Armageddon (Lancelot, Jesus)



	




