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Chretien de Troyes' Perceval: The Story of the Grail can be read as
both a spiritual quest for the Holy Grail and a personal quest for a
father figure. True, the Grail quest is notably without a blood relative
as father figure for Perceval, but King Arthur, with the strictures of
behavior in his court and the unattainable mission he requires of his
knights, serves the narrative as a patriarchal presence. At his behest
Perceval seeks the Holy Grail. His professed journey is a spiritual
pilgrimage on behalf of two fathers, one earthly and one heavenly.
However, his unconscious quest is homeward, to the mother he forsakes
initially, impossibly back to the completeness of infancy.

Perceval's quest homeward can be seen in terms of a Kristevan
model of language learning; the three stages of Perceval's separation
from and futile attempt to return to his mother are the thetic break, the
mirror stage, and the fear of castration. Perceval goes through a
linguistic maturation in the course of his quest to rediscover his mother.
His initial break from her is both a psychological and communicative
turning point. The second two phases of this semiotic recognition-the
mirror stage and the fear of castration-cement the disjunction between
self and the world, between signifier and signified. Ultimately,
Perceval is silenced by his understanding of this ontological fissure
between himself and his mother, and as a consequence is forced into a
life of knightly action.

Perceval's initial leave-taking from his mother becomes a thetic
break as detailed in Julia Kristeva's discussion of this important
psychological moment. Chretien first places Perceval in the provincial
environs of his mother's farm. This is a place of life, a generative and
Edenic oasis in the midst of a wasteland.

It was in the time when the trees burst into leaf, and fields and
woods and meadows are green, and the birds in their Latin sing
so sweetly in the morning, and every soul is aflame with joy,
that the son of the widowed lady of the wild and lonely forest
rose, and with all eagerness he set his saddle on his hunting-
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