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A Quest for the Grail Temple: 

Or How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Image 

 



Inviting 

 

One of the first practical inquiries we have done in the MA was to look at an image, more 

specifically Botticelli’s ‘Annunciation,’ and try to apply the four senses of hermeneutics 

approach to it. I did not feel that I could do it. What kind of life-changing realisation could a 

painting evoke? It was just an image after all. I could not see the transformative potential in the 

Botticelli exercise but most of my classmates could.  So what was I missing?  

This feeling of lacking some kind of understanding had accompanied me for a while. I 

did not get visual arts. During my undergraduate degree took I classes on it, wrote essays about 

paintings, painters and artistic movements. I had the theory right. Still, I did not get people who 

cried in front of paintings. I could not feel what they felt and this was what I was looking for - a 

deeper relationship with images, not historical facts. I had the conviction that there was 

something there. I just could not grasp it. 

My creative project sprouted from the new relationship that I was able to create with 

images and the symbolic as I progressed in the MA program. I decided to create twelve 

paintings, one for each sign of the Zodiac. They represented the twelve stained glass windows 

that were part of my particular vision of how the Grail Temple would look like. I had to create in 

a visual arts medium precisely because I was so daunted by it. It had to be the Grail Temple 

because the descriptions that I had heard inspired me. The image called and I had to answer. The 

MA gave me the tools to answer - to climb the mountain and see the angel. To be transformed by 

the image. 

 

Angels 

 

The idea for this project was rooted in Marie Angelo’s imaginal inquiry. According to 

Angelo, imaginal inquiry means trying to look at "the image as a living presence, entering its 

mythos and cosmos (narrative time and ordered space) and learning of it through participating in 

it" (2005, p.13). She argues that "if we allow the image to teach, to educate the eye, then we are 

gradually led to its heart, from the general to the particular, from the outside inwards" (Ibid., 
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p.20). One of the main objectives of my creative project was to create a piece of visual art that 

could have the transformative function that Angelo talks about. For me this meant conjuring a 

project that in some way codified a symbolic message that I wanted to convey to the world. In 

other words, an image with which one can engage and create a living bond, and not only look at. 

Engaging with the image at a symbolic level, however, entails working with a specific 

methodological framework. Imagination must be the key to the whole process, not as a tool that 

creates mindless fantasies, but as a creative function that allows us to access this otherworldly 

realm that one may call the ‘imaginal’. Angelo says that inviting the image to teach is a way of 

making “ 'field trips into the imaginal' to collect fresh experience and treating this imaginative 

data so it can be distilled, interpreted and produced into formats to share with critical others" 

(2013, p.365). This imaginal world is, according to Henry Corbin, an intermediary world 

between the physical world and the world of the intellect that is “ontologically as real as the 

world of the senses and that of the intellect" (1972, p.5). Going through the looking-glass is an 

experience that is as valid as our ordinary daily lives.  

In neoplatonic thought, this middle place is where the spirit and matter converge. A 

crossroads where the spirit “is  given a perceptible form through an image, and the latter [matter] 

loses the density of embodiment and is ‘seen through’ to its immaterial essence. This is the place 

revealed through the symbolic image and perceived by the corresponding soul activity of the 

active imagination" (Voss, 2009, p.1). It was important for me for the presentation of my creative 

project to be an active imagination exercise because it had this imaginal quality and needed to be 

perceived as such. This was my attempt to use imagination in the sense of it being  “the mode in 

which the soul reveals its nature through the language of symbol and metaphor" (Ibid., p.3). 

Working on the creative project did not only imply to produce images that could inspire people 

“in order to attract the sense-perception towards deeper truths” (Ibid., p.5), but also to take my 

own soul on a journey. It was using imagination, as Plotinus would say, as “a tool for elevating 

consciousness from the material world to the principles behind it” (Ibid.). It was about both 

receiving and conveying revelation. 

Most of all, what I wanted to create was something that conveyed a sense of sacred, just 

as the Splendor Solis does for Angelo: "I have invited this particular image [Splendor Solis] to be 
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our ‘guest lecturer’ because I love it, because it is an elder, and because it is alive, a ‘living 

power’ with transformative abilities" (2005, p.16).  What is in an image? According to Angelo, 

"these objects made with artistry and intent are not simply ‘symbols’, but ‘talismans’ (...)  It 

carries the sense of ‘consecration’, ‘a sacred rite’, ‘to fulfill or perform’ in the sense of ‘initiate 

into mysteries’ ” (Ibid.,p.26). One of the guest lecturers at an open lecture in the university said 

that to him painting icons was an act of prayer (Murphy, 2018 ). The process of creating this 

project was an answer to a divine calling. The calling of the acorn (or the daimon) as Hillman 

says in The Soul’s Code (1996). It was not only painting archetypal symbols that related to 

Astrology, Christianity and the Grail Temple and hoping something meaningful would come out 

of it. It was actively an attempt at the “magical practice of deliberately charging an image with 

the power of the stars" (Angelo, 2005, p.30).  

 

Houses in the Sky 

The House of the Grail has been imagined in many ways - as a castle, church or temple, 

for instance - nonetheless there are common elements to the portrayal of this holy site.  There is 

the deep ingrained belief in the Grail stories that the House of the Grail is not an easy place to 

reach. Jessie L. Weston says says that “we may also note the fact that the Grail castle is always 

situated in the close vicinity of water, either on or near the sea, or on the banks of an important 

river. In two cases the final home of the Grail is in a monastery situated upon an island” (2003, 

p.41). In the German tradition the Grail temple “stands on the mountain of Munt Salvasch. 

Around the foot of Munt Salvasch is a defensive wall. Surrounding all this is a wild impenetrable 

forest. The forest, the wall, the mountain: a series of concentric circles through which only those 

who have a special spiritual destiny can pass" (Wilson, 2011, p.139). We can also find amongst 

these stories, however, the idea that if you do reach it you will be in the most beautiful place. 

One could say, using alchemical symbology, if the person who seeks the Grail will be 

transformed from a nigredo state to an albedo like existence, the Grail temple is the rubedo 

itself. “The proper, natural symbol of this [perfect Grail] order is not the quest. It is probably 

more likely to be a structure of some sort housing the Grail at its heart" (Ibid.). If you reach it, 

will you find paradise.  
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The call to paradise, however, can be heard in different voices. I must admit that I had 

never been interested in the Grail legends before, despite being surrounded by professors that 

were specialists in the subject during my undergraduate degree, which made this calling even 

stranger. Also, I had no reason to be attracted to this subject. It is a Christian myth, I consider 

myself a pagan. It is about reaching up to paradise and I had always been more interested in 

descending to the underworld. Nevertheless, listening to the description of the Grail Temple in 

Albrecht’s Later Titurel caused an enormous impact on me. One of the reflexive processes that I 

have been going through related to the Creative Project is trying to understand why I heard the 

call of the Grail Temple. Part of the answer came to me on a bus ride to Ashford. I had planned 

to spend my time doing reading for the MA, but looking out of the window mesmerised by the 

landscape the only thing I could think was “what are young men to rocks and mountains” 

(Austen, 2008, p.92) indeed. It was then that I understood that it had to be a Grail legend because 

it is the quintessential British legend. The project was also a need to answer the calling of the 

land.  

For this to make sense, one has to agree “that the environment itself is ensouled, 

animated, inextricably meshed with us and not fundamentally separate from us" (Hillman, 1996, 

p.153). The mechanistic approach to the environment  that sees nature as an unanimated (and we 

should keep in mind that anima means soul) resource to be conquered and exploited will not 

allow for a world view where the land can be calling us. " I can no longer be sure whether the 

psyche is in me or whether I am in the psyche as I am in my dreams, as I am in the moods of the 

landscapes and the city streets (...)" (Ibid., p.154), says Hillman. In the same fashion, I cannot be 

sure if I would have the idea for the same project had I be doing this program anywhere else in 

the world - I am inside the land - this specific land is the one nurturing me and feeding my 

imagination. "Where does the environment stop and I begin, and can I begin at all without being 

in some place, deeply, involved in, nurtured by the nature of the world?" (Ibid.) asks Hillman. 

Was this project my egoic idea or did I hear the land singing and decided to hum the same song? 

Despite being primarily inspired by Albrecht’s temple after I determined that the Grail 

Temple would be my subject I made the decision of not reading anything else about it so that I 

would not be influenced. If I had gone through the path of research, the temple that I would built 
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would be more a pastiche of other authors than my own. What I needed to find was my temple. 

Not anyone else’s. I had to go on a quest, a quest in that other world, the mundus imaginalis. Let 

the Angel show me the sacred place. The fact that I see this place as ‘temple’ is essential to 

understanding the symbology that I used in the paintings. Angelo says that a  "templum was a 

section of the sky marked out for augury. Thus, Traditionally ‘a temple is a time-piece for 

observing the stars and adjusting our lives in accordance with the heavens" (2005, p.28). This 

idea that the temple is connected with the observation of the stars is fulcral to my project. The 

Grail temple is the perfect place where life is lived with accordance with the heavens. 

Symbolically this ‘heaven’ can be two-fold. It can be the starry skies or it can be paradise. My 

paradise on earth is colored by the colors of the stained glass windows that are all around it and 

these windows represent the twelve zodical signs - and ultimately the whole cosmos.  I decided 

to use astrological language because it allows for a junction of  both of these symbols. Looking 

into the stars is also looking into the divine. As below, so above. Because for me, either in day to 

day life or in the paradise that I have found, when the Angel speaks it speaks through Astrology.  

 

Paradise 

 

The hidden kingdom of Shambhala, a buddhist holy land, can only be found if one hears 

the call: “Kalagiya, Kalagiya, Kalagiya” (Cohen, 2018). My own calling was much straight 

forward. “You will find Paradise,” said John Matthews in his lecture, and on to find the Grail 

Temple - another holy hidden kingdom - went I. “The Church must be forever building” says 

T.S. Eliot (1963, p.167) and maybe all of the different portrayals of the Grail Temple, including 

mine, are part of this eternal necessity of continuous reenchantment so that it can be protected 

from it being “forever decaying whitin and attacked from without” (Ibid.). My chosen language 

for this reenchantment was, as I have already said, Astrology. For Iamblichus " the entire cosmos 

is a theophany, a revelation of divine activity" (Shaw, 2016, p.178). Astrology codifies this 

theophanic cosmos in a language that " is spoken in a living tradition (...) it is a technical craft 

language, rooted in antiquity yet relevant to modern-day practice, having a body of knowledge 

that has substantially survived the enlightenment" (Hyde, 2006, p.22). We have already seen the 
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concept of temple as a division of the cosmos, but the cosmos can also been seen as "a great 

temple, an ‘agalma of the everlasting gods’ through which the generosity of the Demiurge is 

revealed. Human souls are woven into this temple, with each soul designed to be a participant in 

its harmony and generosity" (Shaw, 2016, p.178). The cosmos and the temple are, like we and 

the land, “inextricably meshed” (Hillman, 1996, p.153) with each other and with us.  

Iamblichus says that our souls have an intense desire to return to this temple (Shaw, 

2016, p.185). According to him, heroic souls are the ones who fulfil this desire (epistrophē) for 

they “recover their divinity and return to the gods" (Ibid.). The journey to the Grail Temple is a 

journey for the hero - Parcival, Gawain, Lancelot - and it is a journey home. Gregory Shaw says 

that "according to the Chaldean Oracles the Demiurge implants in each soul a deep erōs to return 

to our lost totality" (Ibid., p. 189). The second realisation that I had regarding this project was 

that it was motivated by love. Love of the land, and love of Astrology, as I have already said, but 

also by a deep yearning for divinity and wholeness. According to Hilman, "to change how we 

see things takes falling in love" (Hillman, 1996, p. 34) and I fell in love with a subject in which I 

had never been interested when I heard the call of the Angel. The hero’s return to the divine is an 

answer for the call of Hillman’s acorn. The journey the hero goes through has to be 

transformative and have love at its core for "looking for the acorn affects how we see each other 

and ourselves, letting us find some beauty in what we see and so love what we see" (Ibid., p. 37). 

“O for a life of sensations rather than of thoughts” says Keats (1931, p.73). O for a life of love.  

At the end of my presentation I asked the participants to ask a question and look into a 

bowl to get their answer. The bowl was only filled with water, it had nothing ‘special’ in there. 

What I intended to portray with this is that I went into this journey with a desire to reach 

something else, something extraordinary. The third and final major realisation that I had through 

the course of this project was that by hearing the call and learning to love I was on a journey not 

to find a building but to receive grace. For me grace is finding paradise. Grace is entering the 

most beautiful place on earth. And grace is joining the temple-cosmos in divine totality. I also 

understood that my journey had begun many months before I finished the creative project, before 

I attended any lecture. The acorn was planted in the moment I decided to apply to the MA 
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program. The personal statement that I needed to write to apply to the MA was, after all, about 

grace and symbol - and how I felt I could not receive grace, but that I could understand symbols. 

In that letter I talked about how Lyra Belacqua, the main character in the His Dark 

Materials saga, could read the Alethiometer (a divinatory device) by grace but she lost that 

ability after her Fall and needed to recover it by learning the symbol. The exchange between 

Lyra and Xaphania, the Angel, is in the chapter 37 of the last book of the saga, Amber Spyglass: 

 

“You can read it by grace,” said Xaphania, looking at her, “and you can regain it by work.” “How long will 

that take?” “A lifetime.” “That long…” “But your reading will be even better then, after a lifetime of 

thought and effort, because it will come from conscious understanding. Grace attained like that is deeper 

and fuller than grace that comes freely, and furthermore, once you’ve gained it, it will never leave you” 

(Pullman, 2000, p.429-8). 

 

After telling this story I wrote that "I have never been someone who thinks of herself as 

particularly graceful (whatever that might mean) but have always been interested in symbols". 

There was in me this fixed preconception of grace as something that comes into the chosen ones 

and the rest of common mortals could not do anything to get close to achieving it. At that time I 

could not hear the voice of the Angel even after actively reading the Angel’s words. There is 

another way of attaining grace and it is by “conscious understanding” (Ibid.). The moment of 

conscious understanding comes not only by understanding the symbol in its literal or allegorical 

sense but, going back to the four senses of hermeneutics interpretation, it is the moment when the 

tropological turn is instantiated elevating our understanding to a higher level, the anagogical. As 

the Angel told us, “grace attained like that is deeper and fuller than grace that comes freely, and 

furthermore, once you’ve gained it, it will never leave you” (Ibid.). This was the answer that I 

found in that bowl filled with water. 
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Through the Stained-glass Windows  1

In the Authors of the Impossible, Jeffrey Kripal talks about being in Jacques Vallée’s 

office when he, Vallée,  

 

spoke specifically of how stained-glass windows are able to refract an infinite cosmic light that 

has traveled from untold distances and times before it takes shape in the glass and is able to 

express itself in the human symbolic language of metaphor, symbol, and word. He also spoke 

about how the light of the imaged windows is never the same. It is different each day, each hour, 

even each minute, as the sun moves overhead and beams down on the glass at different angles 

and with different intensities (2010, p. 196). 

 

The idea of being colored by a “cosmic light” is fundamental for my creative project. The 

journey that I created is about moving our soul with the sun in order for the soul to be 

transfigured by the Sun’s cosmic light. The temple is divided in four chambers, like a four leafed 

clover. The chamber through which we enter in in the North and the entrance is where the Imum 

Coeli (IC), the bottom of the sky, would be in an astrological chart. This section of the temple is 

connected with water and it is where the three water signs, Scorpio, Pisces and Cancer are 

represented in the stained-glass windows. Porphyry says that  “Cancer is the gate through which 

souls descend” (1917, section 11) and Heraclitus says that the soul descends because it is looking 

for moisture but the dryer a soul becomes more noble it will be (Martin and Barresi, 2006, p.11). 

The movement that I wanted to make in this temple was the opposite. It was to ascend with the 

Sun and dry the soul in the cosmic fire.  

The second trio of signs, if we turn East, are the earth signs, starting with Taurus and with 

Virgo in the point of the Ascendant. The Sun starts to rise and so do our souls. We are rising 

from our tombs of water to our bodies of clay. The earth signs here also represent the Son in the 

Holy Trinity, for Christ is God made man and also the one who has risen from his tomb into the 

heavens so that we too could find salvation. Virgo representing the bread (the Virgo in the 

constellation is holding Spica after all) and Capricorn representing the wine (an association 

1 The drawings and quotes that I have used to guide the journey can be consulted in the annexed document. 
 I took personal liberties regarding the symbols I have used, like disregarding the traditional association between the 
elements and the Cardinal directions, to serve my own purposes. 
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between the sign and the other horned one, Dionysus) we partake in a communion ritual. After 

the transubstantiation of our body, we leave the earth through Capricorn, which is, according to 

Porphyry again, the gate through which the soul ascends (1917, section 11). 

Through the Son we reach the Father. The Sun apotheosis in the Midheaven in near for 

we are turning South. Our soul is getting dryer in the cosmic fire as we rise into the divine. Here 

are the fire signs, the complete trinity. Aries, Christ, connects back into the earth signs. Leo, the 

Father, stands at the Midheaven and Sagittarius, the Spirit, descends to the air signs in the west. 

Ficino says that “The Sun renders all things divine” (Ibid., p.206) and this is the point where the 

Sun will shine the brightest. This is where I was heading in my journey. To recover the Sun and 

let it render my soul divine, but I knew that I wanted to keep it, the return home would need to be 

as transformative as the journey to ensoul the Sun. 

Turning West, as I have said, we find the air signs, which are connected with the Spirit 

for the Spirit of the Lord is commonly referenced as something that descends into us. The air 

signs are also the signs that are usually associated with the intellect and if the grace we receive is 

to last it has, as the Angel said, to come from conscious understanding. Through the tongues of 

fire in Gemini, to the law of the Spirit in Libra in the Descendant, the Sun’s journey is bringing 

us back to the bottom of the sky. Before we go back, however, we must finish our initiation and 

be baptised in Spirit by the Water-bearer and be born again.  

After this initiation into the Cosmos, the golden bowl appears and it is filled with water.. 

Corbin says that 

“Creator and creatures , divine Names and theophanic forms of beings, appearances and 

apparitions, intermingle and nourish one another without any need for an Incarnation, since 

‘sympathetic union’ differs essentially from "hypostatic union"; we must at all times remain on 

the plane of theophanic vision, for which Junayd, Jami, and many others favored and often 

invoked the following symbol: it is like the color of water, which takes the coloration of the 

vessel that holds it” (1997, p.130. My italics). 

 This bowl is not the grail itself, despite the recurring imagining of the Grail as a some sort of 

vessel. The Grail is what you find when you look into the bowl. For me, as I have said, it was 

grace. The end of the journey leads us back into water in an ouroboric movement: “the ouroboros 

as alchemical goal identifies it as the very path of the sun through the heavens.This solar, 
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gold-making way is our path of apprenticeship to follow, an expression of the classical research 

cycle, yet opening always to the eternal return” (Angelo, 2013, p.364).” We are back in Cancer, 

the gate through which our soul will descend. For the IC also represents home and it is not our 

time to drink the cold waters of the lake of Memory yet. 

 

Sons and Daughters of Earth and Starry Sky 

 

I have dealt in detail with how this project has affected me. As a conclusion to this 

review, I wanted to share how my presentation affected others, since one of the objectives was to 

use this imaginal framework to ignite a transformative response in someone else. I was 

astounded by how it touched people were and how they were able to connect to my Creative 

Project in such a deep way that I did not think it would be possible if I had used any other 

method to take them on this journey. I am sure I would not have been able to convey the 

experience that I wanted to convey if I had just talked about the process of creating the paintings 

and the meaning of every symbol I used and justifying why I did it one way and not another. 

With this, I allowed the image to teach, for it is a much better teacher I could ever be. 

Here are some excerpts from feedback that I have received: 

 

“Ending by looking into the golden bowl gave everyone space for their own inner experience and 

was very welcome. The day after the presentation I  had a dream in which the words ‘from the 

source of the water back to the source of the water’ were very clearly spoken, which obviously 

links to the ritual, and then another dream, a day later, in which you were present with the colour 

yellow and the words ‘this dream has African wings’. So the ritual had an impact which is still 

being absorbed.” 
 

 

“I felt both enlivened by the symbols I recognised within your paintings, and enlightened by those 

you which were new to me. You made links between things I wouldn't have thought of, and your 

work felt unique. I strongly felt that I was being taken on a cosmological journey and really 

enjoyed it - including the sense of ‘physically’ travelling around the room (and being led to the 

treasure of your different paintings). 
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FIRE 

Fire is the death of Earth (Heraclitus, Frag XXV. Patrick and 
Bywater, 1889, p.90). As the Sun reaches its apoteosis, 
our soul is now the furthest apart from the water and 
getting dryer under the cosmic fire. "All things are 
exchanged for fire and fire for all things" (Heraclitus, Frag. 
XXII, Patrick and Bywater, 1889, p.89). The Midheaven is 
the culmination of the Sun's journey. We rose into the 
divine. "The only hope, or else despair /lies in the choice of 
pyre or pyre/ to be redeemed from fire by fire" (Eliot, 1974, 
p. 221.)

















END OF JOURNEY 

You have been initiated into the Cosmos, going through all of 
the Zodiac signs, into divinity. You have joined the cosmic fire 
and have been baptized with it. This changed your vision. You 
can now see with eyes of fire. And you notice for the first time 
something you couldn't see before. A golden bowl. The Grail. 
The Grail is not the vessel itself, but something you might find if 
you look inside it. You feel the light of sun coming through the 
stained glass windows and you feel a question emerging from 
your heart. The right question.You close your eyes. You ask it 
and you look. And there is your answer. 

"Creator and creatures , divine Names and theophanic forms of 
beings, appearances and apparitions, intermingle and nourish 
one another without any need for an Incarnation, since 
'sympathetic union' differs essentially from 11hypostatic union 11 

; 

we must at all times remain on the plane of theophanic vision, 
for which Junayd, Jami, and many others favored and often 
invoked the following symbol: it is like the color of water, which 
takes the coloration of the vessel that holds it" 
(Corbin,1997, p.130. My italics). 

We turn now to Cancer, for that is the gate that leads us back 
into the world. We have drawn an ouroboros, we have our tails 
in our mouths. "The ouroboros as alchemical goal identifies it as 
the very path of the sun through the heavens.This solar, gold-
making way is our path of apprenticeship to follow, an 
expression of the classical research cycle, yet opening always 
to the eternal return" (Angelo, 2013, p.364). "Each moment of 
achievement becomes the prima materia upon which 
the next stage is built; each 'once upon a time' travelled around 
the ouroboric cycle concludes with 'eating our tale' ready to 
begin again" (Ibid., p.365). So take your pilgrim shell, and leave 
the temple. Either to go back to your home, for the IC also 
signifies your home. Or to climb another mountain. 
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