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A ncient M yths in  Contem porary
C inem a :  O edipus Rex  and

Percev a l  th e  K n ig h t  o f th e
Holy  Grail in  Pulp F iction

a n d  T h e  S ix t h  S e n s e

I n b a r  S h a h a m

T h e  G r a i l  r o m a n c e  i s  o n e  t h e  m o s t  f a m o u s  t a i l s  in  M edieval 
R om ance a n d  a m ajo r source of in sp ira tio n  for w orks in  lite ra tu re , th ea tre  

an d  m usic, from  W agner's  Parsifal to  D an  B row n 's  The Da Vinci Code.1 Explicit 
an d  im plic it a llu sions to  th e  ta le  also a p p ea r in  m an y  film s: e.g. The Fisher King  
(Terry G illiam , US, 1991) is a sort of a con tinua tion  to  the  story; a n d  Indiana Jones 
and the Last Crusade (Steven Spielberg, US, 1989) is construc ted  as the  final sequel 
to  the  sto ry .2 T he sam e is tru e  for the  m y th  of O ed ipus. F o llow ing  th e  m o d ern  
in te rp re ta tio n  of th e  O ed ip a l m y th  su ggested  by  F reud , one can find  explic it an d  
im plic it a llusion  to  it in  th e  film s of A lfred  H itchcock, W oody  A llen, S teven 
Spielberg, an d  m a n y  m ore  (W inkler).

In  th is essay  I shall dem o n s tra te  the m an ifesta tions of co m ponen ts  of bo th  
m y th s  in  cu rren t N orth -A m erican  "m y th o lo g y "—i.e. in  H o llyw ood  film s. I shall 
show , th ro u g h  a close re a d in g  of Pulp Fiction (Q uen tin  T arantino , US, 1994) an d  
The Sixth Sense (M. N ig h t Shyam alan, US, 1999), th a t the G rail sto ry  offers, 
am o n g  o th er th ings, an  alternative  p a tte rn  reg a rd in g  fa ther a n d  son re la tionsh ip s 
to  th e  one in  the  O ed ipa l story. A s an  a lternative  p a tte rn , a llusions to  the 
Perceval m y th  can be  fo u n d  in  tex ts of p o p u la r cu ltu re  a longside  a llusions to  the 
O ed ip a l p arad ig m , 'in d e p e n d e n tly ,' o r an tagon istica lly  to  it.

T he m ean in g fu l re la tio n sh ip s am o n g  m otifs in  the  d eep  stru c tu re  of the 
tw o  m y th s w ere  ex tensively  an a ly zed  b y  C lau d e  L evi-S trauss:3 w a tch in g  the 
grail, Perceval d are  n o t ask  "w h o m  does it serve?", th u s  failing  h is  m ission. 
B ased on  th is p ivo ta l event, L evi-S trauss stresses th e  s tru c tu ra l d icho tom y 
be tw een  the  w ise O ed ipus, so lver of r id d le s  (the r id d le  of th e  Sphinx, the

1A good and extensive summary of Chretien de Troyes' version of the grail m yth (which is 
considered to be the first literary version [circa 1180]), and also of later versions and 
continuations, can be found in  Loomis.
2 On other films borrowing from this rich tradition, see, for example, Arden and Lorenz.
3 His 1960 article "The Scope of Anthropology" was translated to English in  1976. Levi- 
Strauss continued his comparative analysis of various grail stories from cultures all over 
the world. His later findings appear in "The Grail in  America and Addendum."
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m y ste ry  of th e  o rig in  of th e  p lag u e  in  Thebes), an d  Perceval th e  innocent, the 
igno ran t, w h o  does n o t ask  the r ig h t question  a t th e  r ig h t tim e.

T he tw o  h eroes are  co n trasted  in  o ther respects: O ed ip u s  finds h im se lf in  
inces tuous relations, w h ile  Perceval rem ains chaste. In  In d ian  (N ative A m erican) 
versions of th e  O ed ip a l m y th , the  h e ro  m u s t b an ish  an  e ternal w in te r b y  so lv ing  
ridd les . In  th e  g rail m y th , the h e ro  m u s t rev ive  a w aste land : he  m u s t ban ish  
e te rn a l su m m er (L evi-Strauss, "Scope" 23).

L evi-S trauss com es to  th e  conclusion  th a t b o th  m y th s  deal w ith  social 
exchange: of w o rd s  (in a conversation) a n d  of w o m en  (in m atrim ony). U sing  
n a tu ra l p h en o m en a  such  as p lag u e  an d  d rou g h t, each  m y th  p resen ts  an  aberran t 
social b ehav io r th a t sh o u ld  be  avo ided: d ecad en t p ro m iscu ity  (rep resen ted  by  
e te rn a l w in te r), a n d  ex trem e chastity  (rep resen ted  b y  th e  th rea t of e ternal 
sum m er). T hus, th e  n a tu ra l change of seasons functions as a b asis  for an 
a rg u m en t in  favor of exchange of w om en  be tw een  fam ilies an d  exchange of 
w o rd s  in  an  o p en  an d  h o n est conversation .

In  m y  op in ion , th ere  are  o th e r co n trasting  details . First, Perceval an d  
O ed ip u s  differ in  th e ir re la tions w ith  father figures. O ed ip u s  en coun te rs  an  o ld  
m a n  on  h is w ay, ge ts in to  a figh t w ith  h im  a n d  kills h im . L ong  a fte rw ard s he  
d iscovers th e ir fam ilial b o n d —h e  h a d  k illed  h is  father. Perceval too  encoun ters 
an  o ld  m a n  on  h is  w ay, a c ripp led  fisher (in a la te r version, h e  m eets  the  fisher 
king), b u t th ey  fo rm  an  am icable rap p o rt. Perceval fails to  heal h is  host. L ong  
afterw ards, h e  too  d iscovers th e ir  fam ilial b o n d —h is  h o st is h is  unc le  (or cousin 
in  som e versions). In  R obert de  B oron 's version, Perceval's second  v is it to  the 
castle e n d s  w ith  the  h ea lin g  of th e  fisher k ing. The p a tric id a l re la tions of O ed ip u s  
an d  L aius are th u s  con trasted  w ith  th e  th e rap eu tic  re la tions of Perceval a n d  the 
fisher k ing .4

M oreover, th e  lineage  of each h e ro  h a s  a special p a r t  in  b o th  stories: the 
cause of O ed ip u s 's  trag ic  fate is a curse  la id  u p o n  h is  father; w h ile  Perceval 
d iscovers th a t h e  is th e  h e ir to  a lo n g  series of g rail g u ard ians.

A t th e  sym bolic level, bo th  m y th s  re la te  to  re la tio n sh ip s be tw een  fa thers 
an d  sons. H ea lin g  of a fa ther figu re  b y  a son figu re  m ean s sym bolically  the 
acceptance of th e  fact th a t th e  fa ther is g e ttin g  o ld  an d  w eak, a n d  it is n o w  the

4 At the end of Robert de Boron's version we discover that the fisher is Perceval's uncle on 
his mother side. This fact has special meaning in  matrilineal cultures (such as the Celtic 
culture), where the mother's brother functions as father to his sister's children. Chretien's 
version contains several other father figures for Perceval: the knights whom he wishes to 
join at the beginning of the tale, King Arthur (whom Perceval tries to impress and whose 
order he tries to join) and Gornement who teaches him  the chivalric code. All these men are 
role models that Perceval aspires to emulate.
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so n 's  tu rn  to  take  over th e  ro le of caregiver. Inh e ritin g  th e  socio-relig ious ro le of 
" th e  g u a rd ian  of the  g ra il"  can  th u s  be in te rp re ted  as a sym bolic p ro o f of 
Perceval's h a v in g  reached  psychic  m a tu rity .5 A ccord ing  to th is in te rp re ta tio n , the 
h e ro es ' b e la ted  recognition  of the ir fa thers also h a s  sym bolic m ean ing : it m eans 
th ey  cou ld  n o t till n o w  see th e ir fa thers o ther th a n  from  th e  n a rro w  a n d  selfish 
perspective  of a child . T hus, b o th  sto ries are  ab o u t g ro w in g  up : O ed ip u s 's  
u nsuccessfu l p a th  to  m a tu rity  en d s  in  b lin d n ess an d  exile; w h ere  as Perceval's 
successful m a tu ra tio n  (in th e  sequels to  C h re tien 's  story) e n d s  in  h im  sav ing  a 
k in g  an d  co un try  a n d  reach ing  a sta te  of g race  (w h ich  is th e  relig ious m ean in g  of 
th e  grail).

T hus, the  tw o  sto ries together, a t th e ir sym bolic-m yth ic  level, rep resen t 
th e  d u a l re la tion  of sons to  th e ir fathers: every  m an , like O ed ipus, feels hostility  
to w ard  h is  fa ther (or fa ther figures), an  u rg e  to  b reak  free from  th e ir au thority ; 
an d  every  m an , like Perceval, also feels an  opposite  u rge , to hea l a flaw ed  fa ther 
figure, to  p reserv e  an  idea l of p a te rn a l au tho rity . A s m en tio n ed  above, the 
con trast be tw een  th e  tw o  m y th s —w hich  can n o w  be  p h ra se d  in  te rm s of 
con trasting  u rg e s  in  a ch ild 's  p sy c h e —can be  fo u n d  in  n u m ero u s  film s, in  the 
fo rm  of system atic  a llu sions to b o th  m y ths. In  Pulp Fiction th e  system  of a llu sions 
to  these  m y th s  is particu la rly  rich  a n d  com plex.

P u lp  F iction; B u tch  as an  O edipus a n d  as a  P erceval figure
T he connection  of Pulp Fiction to  the  m ed ieva l rom ance trad itio n  h as 

b een  d iscussed  in  several articles (Terkla an d  R eed, Jew ers). A llusions to  th e  grail 
sto ry  are  especially  consp icuous in  th e  sto ry  of B utch (Bruce W illis), th e  figh ter 
w h o  is o rd e red  to  th ro w  a figh t by  an  L.A. M afia  boss. L ike Perceval, B utch is the 
on ly  ch ild  of h is  w id o w ed  m o ther, a n d  like Perceval, h is  fa ther too w as a w arrio r.

A ccord ing  to F ried  an d  D ow ell, B u tch 's  sin g u la r a ttach m en t to  h is 
fa th e r 's  w atch  can be  exp la ined  in  te rm s of the  g ra il rom ance: like Perceval w ho  
in h erits  th e  sacred  ro le of th e  "G u a rd ian  of th e  G rail" (in R obert de  B oron 's 
version), B utch inherits  th e  ro le of th e  "G u ard ian  of th e  W atch" from  h is  father, 
an d  in  th e  sp irit of fam ily  trad itio n  a n d  the  hero ic  e thos of h is ancestors, h e  is 
w illing  to  risk  h is  life d e fend ing  it. N o tw ith s tan d in g  th e  iro n y  im p lied  in  th e  w ay  
th e  w atch  is p assed  from  fa ther to son, an  irony  th a t red u ces th e  significance of 
th e  o rig inal h o ly  grail, th e  w atch  neverthe less  h a s  a m ystic  quality : ju s t like the 
grail, it p ro tec ts its gu a rd ian s. B utch risks h is  life w h en  h e  tries to  recover the 
w atch , an d  h is  efforts are  w ell rew ard ed . At th e  e n d  of a stran g e  chain  of events, 
h is  d ea th  sentence, dec la red  b y  th e  M afia boss, is red u ced  to  b an ish m en t from  
th e  "k in g d o m ,"  as w as custom ary  in  chivalric cu ltu re  d u rin g  th e  M idd le  A ges, as

5 For a symbolic-Jungian interpretation of the story, see Jung and Von Franz.
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w ell as in  m o d e rn -d ay  gan g ste r cultu re . B utch leaves for a n ew  life, a long  w ith  
th e  w atch, h is  sw eetheart, a n d  a n ew  m otorcycle  n a m e d  G race—a nam e  
im p ly in g  th a t B utch h a s  reached  the sam e d es ired  goal as P ercev a l—div ine  
grace, a d esire  also sh a red  b y  m a n y  k n igh ts  an d  C hris tian  w orsh ippers .

H ow ever, th e  o rd e r of even ts in  Pulp Fiction d iffers from  th a t in  th e  grail 
story: B utch s ta rts  off as a g u a rd ian  of th e  w atch , w h ile  Perceval acqu ires a 
sim ilar ro le on ly  a t th e  e n d  of h is  story. In  bo th  cases, how ever, o u r h eroes are 
fa therless ch ild ren , w h o  accom plish  task s th a t o th er k n ig h ts/w arrio rs  fail to 
achieve.

It seem s th a t B utch functions as a Perceval figu re  desp ite  h is age. In  fact, 
casting  "g ro w n  ch ild ren" as Perceval figu res is n o t u n co m m o n  in  film s, as is the 
case w ith  R oger T hornh ill in  North by Northwest (A lfred  H itchcock, US, 1959), 
M ax C ohen  in  Pi (D arren  A ronofsky, US, 1998) an d  m ore  explicitly, In d ian a  Jones 
in  Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade a n d  Jack L ucas in  The Fisher King. A ll these 
characters achieve successful m a tu ra tio n , co rrobo ra ting  the  m essage  of 
C h re tien 's  version: it is nev er too  la te  to  repen t, o r to g ro w  u p .

T he ad v en tu res  of B utch con ta in  n o t on ly  allu sions to  the  g rail sto ry  b u t 
also a llu sions to  th e  O ed ip a l story. A lread y  in  a flashback  to  h is  ch ildhood , there  
is an  a llusion  to an  O ed ip a l m otif. The flashback  b eg in s in  a clip from  a TV 
cartoon  y o u n g  B utch is w atch ing . In  th e  clip, from  Clutch Cargo (Phil Booth, US, 
1959), an  Eskim o k id  lau g h s  a t h is  dog, w h o  m istook  th e  to tem  po le  for a rea l live 
anim al. T his im age re la tes to th e  F reu d ian  in te rp re ta tio n  of th e  O ed ip a l m yth : 
F reu d  exp la ins in  Totem and Taboo th a t th e  b an  to  kill a to tem  an im al is a sym bol 
of th e  b an  to  kill a p rim a l father. A ccord ing  to F reud , th e  w ho le  to tem  system  
exem plifies th e  u n iv e rsa lity  of th e  O ed ip u s  com plex. Y oung B utch th u s  w atches 
cartoons s ta rrin g  a k id  like h im , w h o  know s th e  sym bolic m ean in g  of to tem  
poles: th ey  are  n o t rea l anim als, b u t rep resen ta tio n s of fa thers one shou ld  
respect. A s h is  sto ry  illu stra tes, th is  issue, of h o w  to re la te  to  fa th er figures, 
becom es p a rticu la rly  charged  for B utch in  la te r years.

H is  u rg e  to  rebel ag a in s t fa ther figu res is v igo rously  exp ressed  in  h is 
re la tio n sh ip  w ith  M arcellus W allace, the  au th o rita tiv e  M afia  boss. B utch ignores 
W allace 's explicit d em an d , w ins the fight, an d  ru n s  off w ith  th e  m o n ey  h e  h a d  
received  in o rd e r to lose th e  fight. T his be traya l m akes th em  sw o rn  enem ies. The 
fo llow ing  even ts lead  to  a change in  th e ir re la tionsh ip , w h ich  n o w  reflects a 
Perceval-fisher k in g  p a tte rn : B utch resto res th e ir re la tionsh ip  w h en  he  risks h is 
life a n d  saves W allace from  a certa in  an d  v io len t death . The sym bolic m ean in g  
u su a lly  a ttached  to  th e  fisher k in g  h an d ica p  in  th e  g rail s to ry —th e  th ig h  in ju ry  
or p a ra ly zed  legs are  a sym bol o f th e  fisher k in g 's  im p o ten ce—receives h e re  a 
g ro tesq u e  p resen ta tio n  in  th e  sexual assau lt on  W allace. (In an y  case, the 
chivalric d eed s of B utch in  Pulp Fiction, co n tra ry  to  those  of Perceval in  the
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m ed ieva l tale, do  n o t save an y  k ingdom : Los A ngeles, as dep ic ted  in  the  film, 
rem ain s a deso la te  country , fu ll of d an g er to  b o th  g an g ste rs  an d  th e  innocent).

B utch com pletes an  O ed ipa l tra jectory  in  h is  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  ano ther 
fa ther f ig u re —V incent Vega, one of W allace 's so ld iers. V incent is sen t to  kill 
B utch for d isobey ing  W allace, b u t fa te  in tervenes, a n d  B utch kills h im  instead , 
w ith  the  sam e w eap o n  in ten d ed  for h is o w n  dem ise. T he O ed ip a l m ean in g  of th is 
acciden tal k illing  derives from  an  in te rtex tu a l know ledge: desp ite  th e  lack of a 
sign ifican t age d ifference be tw een  B utch a n d  V incent, th ey  are b o th  p o rtray ed  by  
tw o  actors w h o  h a d  p lay ed  a son (Bruce W illis) a n d  a fa ther (John T ravolta) in 
an o th e r film , Look Who's Talking Now  (A m y H eckerling , US, 1989). T hus, B utch 
h a s  com plex re la tio n sh ip s w ith  tw o  fa ther figures: H e  kills one 'fa th e r ' in  a 
m a n n e r sim ilar to  O ed ip u s, an d  h e  saves an o th e r in  a m an n e r sim ilar to  Perceval.

Bruce W illis also stars in  th e  n ex t film  I am  g o ing  to  analyze. A s I w ill 
show , th e  chain  of in te rtex tu a l a llu sions th a t b eg an  w ith  G reek m y th o lo g y  an d  
m ed iev a l rom ance  con tinues an d  accum ulates m ean in g  in  co n tem p o rary  film s.

P erceva lian  an d  O e d ip a l f ig u re s  in  The S ix th  Sense
In  w h a t sense does The Sixth Sense re la te  to  th e  m ed ieva l g ra il stories?6 As 

in  Pulp Fiction, th e re  are  no  typ ica l rom ance com ponen ts in  it: th e  sto ry  takes 
p lace in  cu rren t-d ay  C hicago, so th ere  are  n o  kn igh ts, castles, dam sels in  d istress, 
feu d a l lords, etc. A llusions to th e  g rail rom ance m u s t be im plied , if a t all p resen t.

T he film  opens w ith  th e  re tu rn  of D r. M alco lm  C row e, a child  
psychoanalyst, a n d  h is  w ife A nna, from  an  even t in  w h ich  h e  h a d  been  h o n o red  
b y  th e  m ay o r of P h ilad e lp h ia  for h is p ro fessional achievem ents. T heir celebration  
a t ho m e is a b ru p tly  cu t off by  V incent G rey, a fo rm er ch ild  p a tie n t of th e  doctor, 
w h o  h a s  cam e to  take  h is revenge u p o n  C row e for h is  inab ility  to  cure  h im . The 
m iserab le  G rey  shoots the  docto r a n d  th en  h im self. T he scene en d s in  a fade-out. 
T he fo llow ing  scene s ta rts  w ith  a caption: T he N ex t Fall. S hyam alan  u ses 
c inem atic devices in  o rd e r to  m is lead  the spectators: the  cinem atic syn tax  m ark s 
a passage  of tim e, b u t in  fact h id e s  a tran sitio n  from  an  objective rea lity  to  a 
subjective one. F rom  n o w  till th e  en d  of th e  film , w e are  a ttached  to th e  live 
conscience of a d ead  m an : Dr. C row e. H e  an d  th e  specta to rs are  bo th  u n aw are  of 
th e  fact th a t h e  is d ead  a n d  th a t h e  now  functions as a narra to r-reflec to r of the 
film .7

6 According to Kevin Harty, in interviews w ith M. Night Shyamalan, the director and 
scriptwriter of the film, he did not mention the Arthurian Romance as a source of 
inspiration for the film. Harty's article offers a preliminary observation of the similarity 
between the main characters in the film and the characters of King Arthur and Merlin. It 
has no reference to the grail story.
7 Some scenes are depicted from the point of view of Cole Sear. On characters functioning 
as narrators-reflectors see Sternberg 276-305, 323-24.
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T he p rox im ity  of the  celebration  to  the  h a rsh  criticism  in th e  first scene of 
th e  film  resem bles a scene in  th e  m id d le  of the  sto ry  of Perceval: W hen  Perceval 
re tu rn s  to  K ing  A rth u r after h is first v is it to  th e  G rail Castle, th e  co u rt h o ld s  a 
b a n q u e t in  h is  honor. T he celebration  is in te rru p te d  b y  th e  su d d e n  ap pearance  of 
an  o ld  hag , w h o  condem ns Perceval for n o t h a v in g  asked  th e  m u ch -aw aited  
question  w h en  h e  h a d  en co u n te red  the  grail. The pub lic  in su lt sp u rs  Perceval 
in to  se tting  off aga in  an d  seek ing  th e  so lu tion  to  th e  g ra il ridd le . In  a sense, Dr. 
C row e, o r to  be  exact, D r. C ro w e 's  sp irit, reac ts in  the  sam e w ay  to G rey 's  
accusations. L ike Perceval, h is  sp irit too con tinues to  "w an d e r"  an d  seek an 
an sw er to  a puzzle : w h a t ails G rey, o r in d eed , w h a t ails C ole Sear, ano ther 
d is tu rb ed  child  p a tien t w ith  sim ilar sym p tom s to  those  suffered  b y  G rey. 
C ro w e 's  effort to  com pensate  for h is ea rlie r fa ilu re  w ith  V incent G rey, th ro u g h  a 
successful trea tm en t of h is  n ew  patien t, Cole Sear, is an o th e r varia tion  on  the 
"second  chance" m o tif w h ich  is cen tral in  de  B oron 's version  of th e  g ra il story. 
D r. C row e v en tu re s  on  a quest, u n aw are  of h is  non -physica l state, m u ch  like 
Perceval w h o  forgets h is  o w n  nam e u n til th e  m o rn in g  after the v is it to th e  castle. 
A lth o u g h  h is  is a strange  quest, of a sou l w ith  n o  body , th e  jo u rn ey  en d s 
successfully , as it does in  de  B oron 's tale: D r. C row e discovers th e  cause of h is 
p a tien ts ' sufferings, a n d  m oves o n —h is w ife is n o w  free to  find  a n e w  love an d  
C ole Sear a n d  h is  m o th e r are reconciled.

T his a llusion istic  in te rp re ta tio n  o rgan izes m an y  of the  even ts dep ic ted  
in  th e  film  accord ing  to  th e  m y th  of Perceval. H ow ever, D r. C ro w e 's  occupation  
also encou rages a p sychoanaly tic  in te rp re ta tio n  of th e  even ts an d  
in te rre la tio n sh ip s.8 M oreover, the  exposition  -  the  m u rd e r  of D r. C row e b y  G rey, 
a tro u b led  child  p a tien t -  seem s to  refer exp lic itly  to  th e  O ed ip u s  com plex. The 
fo rm er p a tien t kills th e  docto r w ho  h a s  been  un ab le  to  hea l h is  psyche, by  
rea liz ing  a w ild  fan tasy  to  kill a hostile  fa th e r figure. Im m ed ia te ly  after the 
m u rd e r, G rey  kills h im self, an d  h is  su icide also fits th e  F reu d ian  claim  of the 
im portance  of overcom ing  th e  O ed ip u s  com plex en  rou te  to a h ea lth y  m en ta l 
d ev e lo p m en t (F reud, "Special T ype"). Dr. C row e th u s  functions as a Percevalian  
character in  h is re la tio n sh ip s w ith  C ole Sear, L ynn  Sear a n d  h is  w ife, an d  as a 
L aiu s figure for V incent G rey.

T he nam e of the  n ew  ch ild  patien t, Cole Sear, also functions in  th e  system  
of a llusions to  th e  R om ance. Sear, as h is n am e  im plies, h a s  a calling, a sp iritu a l- 
m ystic  role: h e  is a se-er of d ead  people , i.e., h e  h a s  the  ab ility  to  com m unicate  
w ith  th e  dead . A n o ther nam e connected  to  th e  A rth u r ia n  legends is th e  doc to r 's  
su rn a m e —C row e. In  Celtic trad itio n  th e  C row  is a sym bol of K ing  A rthu r. 
A ccord ing  to  C eltic folklore, A rth u r  d id  no t die, b u t w as m ag ically  tran sfo rm ed  
in to  a raven . T his connection  does no t co n trad ic t Dr. C ro w e 's  id en tity  as a fisher

8 See, for example, the psychoanalytical analysis of The Sixth Sense in Rickels.
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k in g  figure, since in som e versions th e  a iling  k ing  aw aiting  Perceval's h e lp  is 
K ing  A rth u r  (as in  John  B oorm an 's Excalibur [US/UK, 1981], for instance).

T he first tu rn in g  p o in t in  The Sixth Sense occurs w h en  Cole, assisted  by  Dr. 
C row e, decides to  change h is  a ttitu d e  to w ard  th e  ghosts th a t h ave  fr igh tened  
h im , an d  tries to  ta lk  to  one of them . D r. C row e reinforces C o le 's sense th a t the 
ghosts do  no t w a n t to  h u r t  h im , b u t h av e  com e to ask  for h is he lp . T his is C ole 's 
first step  to w ard  accepting  a d ifficu lt ro le —th a t of a k in d  of "ghosts ' 
p sychoana ly st,"  w ho  deals w ith  u n reso lv ed  ghostly  m a tte rs  a n d  h e lp s  th em  to 
re lin q u ish  th e ir g rip  on  life. C ole 's first m ission  as such  a m e d iu m  is on  b eh a lf  of 
a ch ild -ghost n am ed  K y ra  C ollins (a nam e th a t resonates w ith  th erapeu tic  
calling). In s tead  of flinch ing  as before, h e  n o w  listens to  K yra a n d  d iscovers th a t 
h is  h u n c h  w as r ig h t—she h a d  com e to  ask  for he lp . L ike Perceval, C o le 's first 
reac tion  to  a w o n d ro u s  v is ion  h a d  been  w rong . T he req u ired  reaction  is to  ask  a 
question  exp ressing  com passion, a n d  Cole finally  a n d  in tu itive ly  u n d e rs ta n d s  
this. H e  asks K yra: "D o you  w a n t to  tell m e  som eth ing?", a question  in  th e  sp irit 
of th e  one Parz ival (in a G erm an  version  of th e  story, b y  W olfram  von  
Eschenbach) asks th e  fisher king: "W h at ails thee?"

A sk in g  th e  rig h t question  leads th e  sto ry  in  a d ifferen t d irection . W h a t has 
b een  so far a ho rro r m ov ie  n ow  re fo rm u la tes  in  te rm s of a k n ig h tly  adven tu re . 
T ogether w ith  the  good  doctor, Cole sets o u t to  rescue a dam sel in  d istress, 
K y ra 's  little  sister, w hose  life is in  danger. Both th e  m o tif of a dam sel h e lp in g  her 
sister an d  the  com pletion  of a heroic task  b y  a k n ig h t w ho  is tru e-o f-h eart are 
from  m ed ieval rom ance. E ventually , Cole u n d e rs ta n d s , as d id  Perceval, th a t he is 
no t su p p o sed  to be a passive  spec ta to r g az in g  a t a m arve lous vision, b u t to 
actively  p a rtic ip a te  in  th e  d ram a, to ask  questions a n d  to  rig h t w rongs.

K y ra 's  sto ry  en d s  in  a revela tion  of a h o rrib le  an d  su rp ris in g  secret. The 
tw o  sisters ' trag ed y  is re sh ap ed  as a version  of th e  O ed ip a l sto ry  (in a ltered  
gender): th e ir m o th e r h ad  p o isoned  b o th  her d au g h te rs , p o s itin g  herse lf as a 
L aiu s figure. V incent G rey  is th u s  n o t the on ly  character in  the film  w hose  sto ry  
echoes O ed ip a l m u rd e ro u sn ess .9

T he scene after th e  successful rescue dem o n s tra te s  th e  change in  Cole. H is 
n e w  a ttitu d e  to  th e  ghosts su r ro u n d in g  h im —in  accord  w ith  h is  n e w  role as a 
m e d iu m  w ho  is no  longer co nd itioned  by  h o rro r film  co n v en tio n s—is reflected  
in  the  school p lay . C ole p lays y o u n g  A rth u r  in  a staged  version  of The Sword in

9 According to Carroll, Levi-Strauss is correct in identifying a series of repeated events 
which indicate "the undervaluation of blood relations" in  his analysis of the Myth of 
Oedipus. However, the range of such events is broader than his analysis would suggest. 
Carroll's analysis of the Theban saga, of which the Oedipus story is but a part, also includes 
the killing of Pentheus by his own mother, Agave (who is Cadmus's daughter), and other 
deaths of children caused directly or indirectly by their mothers (805-814).
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the Stone (T.H. W hite, 1938). T he p u llin g  of th e  sw o rd  o u t of th e  stone  an d  the 
coronation  of A rth u r  para lle ls  C o le 's  changed  status: th e  h a u n te d  v ictim  becom es 
a sav ior k n ig h t a n d  th e  tran sfo rm ation  is ce leb ra ted  in  a pub lic  ack n ow ledgm en t 
of C o le /A rthu r as a p o p u la r  k id  in  c lass/k ing  of E ngland . Dr. C row e w atches the 
show , to ge ther w ith  th e  o th er paren ts , an d  accord ing  to th e  sho t/reverse-sho t 
p a tte rn  estab lished  be tw een  h im  an d  th e  stage, C o le 's in itia tion  p rocess n o w  
ap p ea rs  to be  com plete, th an k s  to  C ro w e 's  g u id an ce  an d  fa therly  su p p o rt. The 
film  repea ts a valuab le  lesson  also fo u n d  in  C h re tien 's  version: a h ea lth y  m en ta l 
d ev e lo p m en t can be  ach ieved  on ly  th ro u g h  fam ilial su p p o r t.10 11 The Sixth Sense 
dep ic ts C o le 's  ad ju s tm en t to h is  u n iq u e  role. Ju s t as A rth u r  w as p red es tin e d  to  be 
k ing, a n d  as o th er k n igh ts  w ere  p red es tin e d  to  becom e k n ig h ts  of th e  h o ly  grail 
(Perceval, G alahad), so too does Cole fit in to  h is  ro le as a m ed iu m . In  te rm s of 
m o d e rn  psychology , C ole "is h ea le d "  w h en  h e  accepts h is  calling.11

T he final conversation  be tw een  Dr. C row e an d  Cole takes p lace in  a 
sign ifican t location  in  te rm s of the  system atic  a llu sions to  th e  g rail story. A fter 
th e  school p lay , Cole, still in  a k n ig h t 's  costum e a n d  h o ld in g  a sw o rd  in  h is hand , 
says goodbye to h is docto r w h ile  s tan d in g  ag a in s t a G othic-sty le sta ined-g lass 
w in d o w . Cole, w ith  h is n ew -fo u n d  self-assurance, is n o w  ad v is in g  th e  doctor on 
h o w  to ap p ro ach  h is  e s tran g ed  w ife. Cole says he  sh o u ld  try  ta lk ing  to h is w ife 
w h ile  she sleeps, an d  it is u nc lea r if he  is aw are  of th e  deep er m ean in g  of h is 
adv ice (p e rh ap s he  som ehow  u n consc iously  know s th e  w ays in  w h ich  th e  d ead  
can com m unicate  w ith  the  living). Cole can n o w  w ave h is sw o rd  an d  h e lp  h is 
a iling  doctor. W ith  th is advice, th e  m u tu a l recu p era tio n  of th e  docto r a n d  the 
p a tie n t is com plete.

A s in  C h re tien 's  g rail story, a ch ild -hero  lea rn s ab o u t com passion . A nd  
ju s t like in  th e  anc ien t story, it tu rn s  o u t th a t y o u th  or innocence does n o t h in d e r  
th e  com pletion  of a k n ig h tly  m ission, b u t in  fact a llow s th e  d ec ip h e rin g  of a 
r id d le  inaccessible to  th e  o ld er an d  th e  m ore  experienced .12 A s th e  title  of th e  film  
suggests, n o  physica l o r in te llectual p o w er is req u ired , b u t ra th e r th e  p o w er of 
in tu ition , a sixth sense.

10 In fact, the only lesson Perceval ever learns in  Chretien's version is about the importance 
of family. An interesting analysis of this theme can be found in  the article by Arden and 
Lorenz, who trace allusions to the myth of Perceval in the Harry Potter books.
11 In this sense, Cole resembles Harry Potter, a young magician, who like him, has a calling. 
They both need to adjust to the special powers they have and the great responsibility that 
comes w ith them. Like other super-heroes, they both feel lonely, till they find a supportive 
environment that helps them transform from outcast freaks into heroes.
12 Foolishness is Percival's main attribute also in  Parsifal (Wagner) and The Fisher King 
(Gilliam). In some versions it is emphasized that only an innocent fool can cure an ailing 
king (Umland and Ulmand 175-185).
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T he p o w er of in tu itio n  is also cen tral to  E m m a Ju n g 's  in te rp re ta tio n  of 
th e  g rail story. A ccord ing  to  Ju n g  an d  V on Franz, th e  g rail s to ry  is a m e tap h o r 
for th e  in d iv id u a tio n  p rocess th e  self goes th ro u g h  (68-78). In  th is process, 
Perceval m eets an im a figu res (p ro m in en t am o n g  th em  is the  g rail bearer): as 
rep resen ta tiv es of a  fem in ine p rincip le , these  figu res are th e  person ifica tion  of a 
psych ic  an d  unconsc ious rea lity  w ith  w h ich  Perceval m u s t com e to term s. The 
fact th a t Perceval fo rgo t ab o u t h is m o th e r d u rin g  h is  ad v en tu res  expresses h is 
b e tray a l of th e  fem in ine  p rincip le . A s a  re su lt of th e  betrayal, h e  fa iled  to  solve 
th e  g rail p u zz le  (in C h re tien 's  version). In  o ther versions, Perceval ev en tua lly  
lea rn s h is  lesson. T he com passion  exp ressed  in  h is  question : "W h at ails you?" is 
iden tif ied  w ith  th e  fem inine. Both C ole an d  D r. C row e succeed w h ere  Perceval 
fa iled  because  of th e ir n a tu ra l hea lin g  tendenc ies.13

T he clim ax of th e  film  com es in  th e  n ex t scene: O nce D r. C row e realizes 
th a t h e  h im self is one of the  ghosts h a u n tin g  Cole, h e  is 'c u re d ': th e  docto r "saw  
on ly  w h a t he  w an ted  to see," a n d  th e  specta to rs are  no less su rp rised  th an  h im , 
for th ey  h ave  been  confined  to h is  field  of v ision  an d  level of know ledge . The 
su rp rise  revela tion  does no t affect th e  m o tif  of " th e  doc to r w ho  is cu red  th ro u g h  
tre a tin g  a  p a tien t,"  since th e  d ead  docto r h a d  n eed ed  h e lp  h im self in  o rd e r to  let 
go of life a n d  to  hea l h is  tro u b led  soul. H is  quest, as it tu rn s  out, w as to  re s t h is  
soul. C onversing  w ith  h is  w ife  h e lp s  h e r  too to  finally  e n d  h e r  m o u rn in g . T im e

13 And also because of the bonds they have w ith the women in  their lives. The importance 
of the mother figure in  the grail m yth is especially apparent in  The Sixth Sense. Mending 
Cole's relationship w ith his mother, Lynn, is an important part of the happy ending of the 
film. However, not all grail stories nor all texts relating to it focus on the relationship 
between Perceval and his mother. For instance, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade centers on 
the relationship of Dr. Indiana Jones w ith his father, Dr. Henry Jones. Their personal and 
professional animosity is resolved in  the climax scene, abounding w ith explicit allusions to 
the grail story: Indiana succeeds in identifying the Holy Grail set among fake grails, gives it 
to his father who has been shot by the Nazi archeologist and restores him  to life. Mrs. Jones 
has a minimal appearance in  the film -th rough  dialogue we learn that she had been ill and 
died without telling her husband about her illness. Unlike the grail story, the death of the 
mother is attached here to her husband's ignorance, and not her son's. A different woman 
in  the film is characterized in  Oedipal terms: each of the two Joneses had had an affair with 
Dr. Elsa Schneider, a German researcher who cooperates w ith the Nazi regime. Indy 
expresses discomfort w hen he hears of his father's romantic involvement w ith Dr. 
Schneider. His father is much less troubled by the Oedipal implications of this 
"coincidence." In any case, there is no identification of the grail w ith a feminine figure or 
w ith a feminine principle in  the hero's soul. On the contrary, Dr. Schneider is far from 
understanding the meaning of the grail and is presented as a failing knight, searching for it 
for the wrong reasons, much like the rest of the Nazi delegation.
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h a d  s to p p ed  for b o th  of them , b u t n o w  th ey  are  bo th  re a d y  to  m ove on  -  in  h is 
case, to  d ie .14

T he su rp rise  tw is t creates a sen tim en ta l effect. It seem s as th o u g h  the 
d ead  m iss th e  liv ing  ju s t like th e  liv ing  m iss th e ir d ead  loved  ones. T he en d in g  
sh ap es the  film  as a fam ily  d ram a: a successful in itia tion  p rocess in  one fam ily, 
an d  in  th e  o ther, a sad  d ep artu re . T he spectators, m u ch  like th e  p ro tagon ists , are 
m isled  in  reg a rd  to  th e  generic  id en tity  of th e  film , b u t are  g iven  a "second  
chance" to  d ec ipher th e  m ean in g  of th e  events: toge ther w ith  C ole w e 
co m p reh en d  th a t it is n o t a h o rro r m ovie, b u t in fact a fam ily  d ram a. T ogether 
w ith  D r. C row e w e learn  th a t w e h ave  seen a psychological th rille r, n o t a ghost 
story.

A s p a r t of th e  g en era l su rp rise  s tru c tu re  of th e  film , the  D octo r's  fatal 
w o u n d  is h id d e n  ben ea th  th e  overcoat h e  alw ays w ears. D elay ing  th e  revelation  
of th e  facts re g a rd in g  th is in ju ry  resem bles th e  de lay  in  the  in fo rm ation  
reg a rd in g  th e  fisher k in g 's  illness in  the  g rail s to ry  (in C h re tien 's  version). The 
sh oo ting  leaves C row e b leed in g  from  a sp o t sim ilar to th a t w h e re  L o ng inus h ad  
struck  Jesus. T he v e ry  sam e b leed in g  lance from  th e  C rucifix ion is a significant 
item  in  the  g ra il procession , in  several versions of th e  story.

E ventually , Cole an d  C row e hea l one another, a n d  also th e  w om en  they  
love. T he m u tu a lity  of th e ir recu p era tio n  sym bolizes th a t each of th em  is b o th  an 
ailing  k ing  an d  a savior kn igh t. L ike th e  w o u n d e d  fisher k ing, th ey  bo th  n eed  
he lp . L ike Perceval, th ey  b o th  first m ake  a m istake  b u t a re  g iven  a chance to 
am en d  i t —Dr. C row e rev ises h is  d iagnosis of V incent G rey  a n d  Cole changes h is 
a ttitu d e  to w ard  th e  ghosts h a u n tin g  h im .15

T he su rp rise  also inva lida tes the false im press ion  of a connection  be tw een  
V incen t G rey  a n d  Cole Sear. T hey  are  tw o  ch ild  p a tien ts  w ho  suffer from  sim ilar 
sym ptom s, b u t w h o  app ro ach  th e ir p red icam en t d ifferently , each  accord ing  to a 
d iffe ren t m y th ica l p a tte rn . G rey  solves h is  p rob lem s th ro u g h  pa tric ide  an d  self
ann ih ila tion , Cole, on  th e  o th e r h an d , chooses life a n d  fin d s a w ay  to  coexist w ith  
th e  ghosts su rro u n d in g  h im . H e  even  b efrien d s them . U nlike G rey  (or H am let, 
an o th e r fam ous O ed ipa l figure), h e  does n o t lose h is  san ity  after en co u n te rs  w ith  
g hosts  (of fa th ers  o r of o thers). H e  also chooses a h ea lth y  re la tionsh ip  w ith  Dr. 
C row e as a fa ther figure, a substitu te  for h is  m issin g  bio logical father.

14 The surprise structure of The Sixth Sense has a precedent in  ancient grail stories. In Diu 
Crone, a 13th century German version, by Heinrich von dem Turlin, the grail knight is 
Gawain. As in other versions, Gawain's host is a crippled old man. After Gawain asks him 
the right question, however, it turns out that he was actually dead and had had to pretend 
he was alive, until the mission of the wandering knight had been accomplished! (Weston 
115-16).
15 The "mutual healing of Perceval and the Fisher-King" motif appears in other films 
relating to Medieval Romance, e.g. Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade and The Fisher King.
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C o le 's  fa th e r is m en tio n ed  in  a th o u g h t-rea d in g  gam e. Dr. C row e tries to 
app ro ach  h is  n e w  p a tie n t th ro u g h  a gam e sim u la tin g  te lepath ic  force (the gam e 
acqu ires an  iron ic  m ean in g  in  rep ea ted  v iew ings, w h en  it is clear th a t th e  yo u n g  
bo y  is th e  one w ith  su p e rn a tu ra l pow ers). O ne of th e  d o c to r 's  guesses concerns 
th e  w atch  on  C o le 's  w ris t. T he docto r is correct in  g u ess in g  it is h is  fa ther's  
w atch , b u t fails to  gu ess  h o w  h e  h a d  go t it: h is  fa ther d id  n o t h a n d  h im  th e  w atch  
before  leaving, b u t h a d  left it in  a d raw er. T he w atch  is b roken , b u t C ole w ears  it 
anyw ay, in  a fu tile  a ttem p t to  connect w ith  an  es tran g ed  father. T his guess ing  
gam e scene fo rm s ano ther a llusion, th is tim e a cinem atic one. D r. C row e 's  
guesses rem in d  in te rtex tua lly  in fo rm ed  v iew ers of th e  w atch  s ta rrin g  in the sto ry  
of B utch in  Pulp Fiction. The w atches th a t p ass  from  fa ther to  son in  b o th  film s 
connect th ro u g h  th e  actor Bruce W illis, w ho  is th e  fatherless son in  Pulp Fiction 
an d  th e  su rro g a te  fa ther in  The Sixth Sense. T hus, an  in te rtex tua l chain  of o rp h an s  
an d  father figu res stre tches across film ic texts. T h is in te rtex tu a l chain  also has an 
iron ic  aspect, w h en  com pared  w ith  th e  in te rtex tu a l chain  of g u a rd ia n s  of the 
g ra il in  th e  m ed ieva l sources: th e  h o ly  g rail is red u ced  to  a b roken  w atch; hero ic  
fa th ers  are rep laced  b y  ab an d o n in g  ones.16

T he b ro k en  w atch  of C o le 's fa ther is also linked  to  th e  w aste lan d  m otif 
cen tra l to the  g rail story. The w astin g  of th e  lan d  here, as in  th e  g rail legend , is 
dep ic ted  in  clim atic te rm s—it seem s th a t w in te r w ill n o t en d  till th e  arriva l of the 
sav ior kn igh t, Cole Sear. A s in  certa in  g rail stories, h e re  too w e find  a sym bolic 
link  be tw een  the  k in g 's  illness an d  th e  w aste lan d .17 In  re trospect, a sym bolic link  
is also estab lished  be tw een  th e  w in try  se tting  a n d  D r. C ro w e 's  m en ta l an d  
physica l condition: th e  specta to rs u n k n o w in g ly  jo in  h is "w in te r sleep ," h is 
u n aw aren ess  to  h is  tru e  state. T he long  P h ilad e lp h ia  w in te r expresses h is frozen  
w o rldv iew , a n d  of course also h a s  a realistic  m otivation : it ju stifies th e  coat th a t 
convenien tly  h ides h is fatal w o u n d  from  him , Cole, an d  us.

16 Shyamalan "inherited" the watch from Quentin Tarantino, and they both seem to have 
related it to a prior film, in  which Bruce Willis had to deal w ith a watch laden w ith familial 
significance: Die Hard (John McTiernan, US, 1988). In Die Hard, it is the watch of his 
careerist wife. What happens to the watch marks the transitions in  the couple's 
relationship. It is worthwhile noting that the chain of allusions stretching among films 
starring Bruce Willis is not a unique feature of what is referred to as "post-modern 
cinema," but is, in fact, also a conventional principle of medieval Romance: characters, 
relationships, objects, etc. re-appear in  sequels, prequels and "remakes" of the grail story 
and other knightly deeds. The multi-plot structure and the non-chronological organization 
of the events in Pulp Fiction are also prominent in  the Romance tradition (Vinaver 68-98).
17 The causal and symbolic link between the illness of the king and the wasteland is at the 
center of the study of Weston, who contends that the grail and the bleeding lance do not 
appear in  most versions of the story and therefore are less important to its meaning. The 
constant and therefore meaningful details are, as mentioned before, the ailing king, the 
wasteland, and the savior knight (20-24).
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T he film  en d s  w ith  a clip from  the  v id eo  of th e  C ro w es 's  w ed d in g . The 
sp rin g  w ed d in g  is th e  on ly  sign of th e  m u ch -aw aited  b an ish m en t of w in ter. If, 
accord ing  to  L evi-S trauss, the  b an ish m en t of w in te r is a task  typ ica l of O ed ipa l 
heroes, th en  o u r hero es are  tr iu m p h an t, even  th o u g h  th ey  bo th  achieve a 
Percevalian  e n d in g  a n d  s tan d  in  opposition  to  those  characters w ho  h av e  chosen 
an  O ed ip a l tra jectory  (V incent G rey, K y ra 's  m o ther).

C o n c lu s io n
A llusions to  the  sto ries of Perceval a n d  of O ed ip u s, an d  to  the  s truc tu ra l 

o p position  be tw een  them , are n o t u n iq u e  to  Pulp Fiction a n d  The Sixth Sense. 
A llusion istic  system s th a t inco rpo ra te  b o th  m y th ic  m o d e ls  can, in  fact, be fo u n d  
in  m an y  film s before  them , som e of w h ich  are considered  to  be  m ilestones in 
A m erican  cinem a. For instance, Chinatown (R om an Polanski, US, 1974) can be 
re a d  as a tex t lad en  w ith  a llu sions to  b o th  m y ths. A s an  A m erican  tragedy , 
Chinatown positions Jake G ittes in  a Percevalian  role. Ju s t like in  C h re tien 's  tale, 
h e  fails in  so lv ing  ridd les , in  sav ing  dam sels cap tu red  b y  a cruel ty ran t (again 
tw o  sisters) a n d  canno t red eem  a w aste land , in  th is case d ro u g h t-s trick en  Los 
A ngeles. N o ah  C ross is a L aius figure, w h o  succeeds in  h is  m u rd e ro u s  p lo ts 
aga in s t h is  o ffspring. Evelyn M ulw ray , K a th ry n  (her d au g h ter-s is te r), H ollis 
M u lw ray  an d  G ittes are  all O ed ipa l characters forced  to  p a y  d early  for h is 
d ep rav ity  an d  lu s t for p o w er.18

A s befits a detec tive story, the  film  ab o u n d s  w ith  rid d les  an d  w o rd  
p lays. Som e of th e  w o rd  p lays are  connected  to  O ed ip a l a n d  Percevalian  m otifs. 
For instance, N o ah  C ro ss 's  su rn am e  im p lies h is crossing  th e  b o u n d a rie s  of 
u n iv e rsa l law  by  v io la ting  the incest taboo. In  ironic con trast to th e  righ teous 
N oah , th e  b ib lical h e ro  of th e  sto ry  of th e  Flood, N o ah  C ross is responsib le  for 
th e  m alic ious desiccation  of San F ernando  Valley, h o p in g  to  benefit from  the 
d ro p  in  th e  cost of la n d  there . W hereas th e  b ib lical N o ah  took  m easu res in  o rd e r 
to  save all an im als an d  th e  n a tu ra l o rd e r of th ings, N o ah  C ross sh a tte rs  the 
n a tu ra l o rd e r a n d  bege ts a d a u g h te r /g ra n d -d a u g h te r from  h is o w n  d augh ter. 
H ollis M u lw ray  tries to  stop  h im —h is rig h teo u s ro le is im p lied  in  h is  nam e, 
reso n a tin g  H oliness. Even in h is  first ap pearance  in  th e  m ovie, H ollis p roclaim s 
th a t h e  is no t g o ing  to  m ak e  th e  sam e m is tak e  tw ic e —h e  w ill no t b u ild  a d am  
th a t is likely to  b reak , as h a d  h a p p e n e d  before. H o llis 's  m o tiv a tio n  resem bles 
P e rcev a l's—th ey  b o th  w a n t to  p u t r ig h t th e ir m istakes a n d  to  save a w aste land . 
H is  refusa l to  cooperate  w ith  N oah , how ever, ge ts h im  k illed , an d  th is fact aligns 
h im  w ith  th e  fisher king: N o ah  d ro w n s H ollis, h is  fo rm er p a rtn e r a n d  a fo u n d in g

18 According to Kimball, studies of the m yth tend to ignore the sins of Laius and their 
contribution to the tragedy of his son (1-31).
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fa ther of Los A ngeles, in a pool, as p a r t  of h is  political schem es -  an  iron ic  fate for 
a fisher figure.

T he film  is lad en  w ith  a llu sions to bo th  m y th s  n o t o n ly  a t th e  level of 
even ts an d  characters, b u t also a t th e  level of v isual an d  verbal im agery . For 
instance, an im al im ag ery  inc ludes fish of v arious k inds, w h ich  ap p ea r as a 
le itm otif a n d  are  linked , of course, to  the  fisher-k ing . The sheep  h e rd e d  to  the 
city  ha ll b y  th e  p ro tes tin g  fa rm ers rem in d  u s  of a pasto ra l cultu re , like the G reek 
cu ltu re  in  w h ich  the  O ed ip u s  sto ry  takes p lace .19

A n o ther exam ple  of w ell-know n  film s con ta in ing  a llu sions to bo th  
m y th s  is th e  first trilogy  of Star Wars (G eorge Lucas, US, 1977, 1980, 1983). In  the 
clim ax of th e  story, L uke Skyw alker decides to  act against th e  advice of h is 
m en to r, O bi-W an, a n d  does n o t kill h is  o w n  father. L u k e 's  fa ther, m u ch  like 
L aius, h a d  s id ed  w ith  th e  d a rk  forces a n d  seeks th e  dea th  of h is  son. L uke 
d isobeys O bi-W an because  h e  is convinced  th a t h is  fa ther can be redeem ed . In 
m y th ic  term s, h e  avo ids g e ttin g  in to  an  O ed ipa l clash w ith  h im . In s tead  of k illing  
h is  father, he  tries to  ta lk  w ith  h im  an d  cure h im . E ventually , co n tra ry  to  O bi- 
W an 's p rem on itions, h is  choice is p ro v en  correct: h e  h ea ls  h is  fa ther (m entally  
an d  m orally , th o u g h  n o t physically), ju s t like Perceval in  de  B oron 's version  of 
th e  g rail story. T he choice to  react in  a Percevalian  m an n e r is especially  d ram atic  
here , considering  th e  h o stility  the  fa ther h as  m an ifested  to w ard  h is  son. The shift 
in  th e  story, from  the  O ed ip a l m o d e l to  the  Percevalian  one, is p a r t of a m assive 
system  of a llu sions to  m ed ieva l rom ance sp read  along  a trilogy, w h ich  is 
basically  ab o u t th e  ad v en tu res  of space-kn igh ts (M ackey-K allis 202-21).

T he film s an a ly zed  th u s  far a ttes t to  th e  fact th a t th e  P ercevalian  m y th  
h a s  constitu ted  a m ajo r in sp ira tio n  for co n tem p o rary  film m akers, a longside  the 
m ore  fam ous m y th  of O ed ip u s  (thanks to  th e  in te rp re ta tio n  of F reud). U n like  the 
trag ic  ta le  of O e d ip u s  a n d  the h o u se  of th e  L abdacids, th e  g ra il s to ry  offers a 
h ea lth y  reso lu tion  to  the  e te rn a l conflict be tw een  fa thers an d  sons, an d  th is is 
p rob ab ly  th e  reason  w h y  its in fluence  can be  felt in  m an y  tex ts of p o p u la r 
cu ltu re . In teresting ly , the  p resen t analysis h as sh o w n  th a t m a n y  film s com bine 
allu sions to b o th  m y ths, in  com plex an d  m ean in g fu l w ays. T he tw o  m odels can 
function  as an  a lternative  to  one  another, o r as a co n tinua tion  of each o ther.

A n alyz ing  th e  com plex in te rre la tions am o n g  a llusions to  th e  tw o  m y th s  
m a y  therefo re  con tribu te  to the  fie ld  of research  reg a rd in g  fa ther-son  
re la tionsh ips, ded ica ted  till now  to the  m y th  of O ed ip u s  alone. For instance, 
S usan  Jeffords exp la ins th e  focus on  fa th e r a n d  son re la tio n sh ip s in  A m erican  
cinem a of th e  1980s in  allegorical term s: in  h e r  op in ion , it p o rtray s  political 
anxieties concern ing  a crisis of lead e rsh ip  in  th e  U n ited  States. A ll in  all, it seem s

19On seeing, blindness, riddles and incest in  Chinatown and the Oedipus myth, see 
Kimball's article and also Belton, Gamel, and Elsaesser and Buckland 220-49.
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th a t the  tw o  m y th ica l m o d els  con tinue  to engage  th e  pub lic  d iscourse  an d  
cap tu re  the im ag in a tio n  of film m akers. C om binations a n d  fu rth e r e labo ra tions of 
th e  com ponen ts of the  tw o  anc ien t m y th s w ill m o s t likely  ap p ea r in  still o ther 
film s to  com e. I t is therefo re  bo th  im p o rtan t a n d  of in te rest to  s tu d y  an y  changes 
in  th e  dom inance  o f each m y th  as a narra to log ica l an d  ideological m o d e l as w ell 
as th e  in tensive  b o rro w in g s from  b o th  in  various film ic texts.
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