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The Fisher King in Gotham: 
New Age Spiri&alism Meets 
the Grail Legend 

Set  against the backdrop of New York City as a contemporary Wasteland: 
a desolate terrain inhabited by eccentric vagrants, sadistic street thugs, 
mass murderers, and radio "shock jocks," The Fisher King (1991, Tri-Star 
Pictures)' weaves a cinematic tale of "love, understanding, and redemp- 
tion" (Grenier Reflecting an updating of the Grail legend,4 The Fisher 
King focuses on two central mythic figures-Perceval (Parry): "the 'Great 
Fool' . . . the forthright, simple, uncorrupted, noble son of nature, without 
guile, strong in the purity of the yearning of his heartn (Campbell, Occi- 
dental Mythology 508), and the maimed Fisher King (Jack Lucas). 

In the course of this cinematic narrative, a bizarre symbiotic bond 
develops between Parry, a schizophrenic derelict and former medievalist 
whose journey into a dark hallucinatory world has been triggered by the 
death of his wife, and Lucas, a spiritually barren talk show host. On one 
occasion, however, the broadcaster goads a deranged caller (Edwin Mal- 
nick) into socioeconomic cleansing. After Lucid urges Edwin, "They [yup- 
pies] must be stopped before it's too late! It's us or them!" the alienated 
fan then kills seven people, including Parry's wife, at Babbitt's cone of 
those chic yuppie watering holes"). Some three years later, when we next 
see Lucas (Jeff Bridges), the arrogant disk jockey is paralyzed with guilt 
and self-loathing. Unable to function because of his psychic wound, his 
unwitting participation in Edwin's mass murder, the unemployed Lucas 
now wastes away in an alcoholic stupor and triies with the affections of 
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Anne (Mercedes Ruehl), a sympathetic owner of a video store (the Video 
Spot). 

Clutching a Pinocchio doll6 one night as he contemplates suicide ("You 
ever get the feeling sometimes that you're being punished for your sins?"), 
Lucas stumbles drunkenly into New York's waterfront area. Accosted by 
two punks who want to douse h i  in gasoline, Lucas is rescued suddenly 
by the chivalrous Parry (Robin W i a m s )  and a band of merry bums- 
errant. Thus energized by their unexpected meeting, Parry (Perceval) and 
Lucas (Fisher King) will embark upon their interlocked Grail quest, a 
quest for love, forgiveness, and spiritual renewal. 

While Parry must trek through nightmarish visions of the bloody 
death of his wife to an acceptance of her loss, Jack must travel from ego- 
tism and self-pity ("I'm self-centered; I'm weak!') into uncharted territory, 
the world of compassion and true camaraderie. In effect, then, The Fisher 
King highlights the interdependence of Parry and Jack, for spiritual revi- 
talization and release fiom the stifling Gotham wasteland demand the 
total interaction of the two Grail figures.' 

While the mythic roles of the fitn's two central characters seem clearly 
defined, both T h  Fisher King's screenwriter (Richard LaGravenese) and 
director (Terry G i a m )  consciously blur the lines between fool and 
wounded king. In "The Search for the Holy Reel," for instance, LaGrave- 
nese maintains that Parry and Jack embody two essential selves, "fool and 
wounded king" (LaGravenese 125). Similarly, in an interview (June 1990) 
with David Morgan, Gilliam claims that "both of them [Parry and Lucas] 
is a Fisher King and both of them is a Fool" (LaGravenese 156). That the 
blurring of mythic roles is deliberate is noted further by Gilliam: "I love 
the fact that there is this ambivalence.. .. All myths, if they're dealt with 
properly, are never as clean-cut as we tend to see them. One side, if you 
twist it enough, becomes the other" (Drucker 50). Findy, in his laser disc 
commentary, Gilliam contends that the fool and the king are inter- 
changeable figures: "They both have been scarred in different ways, and 
both need an innocent to come and show them the way" (Criterion). O f '  
the two film characters, however, Lucas is more closely aligned with the 
Esher King, who "has lost the ability to love [while] Parry still clearly 
can love. The Fisher King, because he can't love, his kingdom and the 
world around hi become meaningless and barren" (Criterion). 

Such a cinematic shape-shifting process may be fueled, in part, by 
New Age spi~itualism,~ a fusion of the humanistic mythology of Joseph 
Campbell and the neo-Jungian theories of Robert A. Johnson, a popular 
psychologist. With these concepts in mind, then, I wil l  explore both the 
general Campbellian ethos of The Fisher King and the impact of Jungian 

archetypes, as expounded by Johnson, upon the characters and themes of 
the film. Following this discussion, a key section of the article, I will inves- 
tigate a possible Reagan agenda for The Fisher King as well as important 
medieval elements in the film, including the Red Knight fantasy sequence. 

Viewing the Grail quest as a "new mythology of man" (Occidental 
MythZogy 507), Campbell points to the search as a purely human endeavor, 
"an individual adventure in experiencen (507-08). Furthermore, Campbell 

I 

characterizes this secular pursuit of blessedness as an internal quest Ufor 

I those creative values by which the Wasteland is redeemed" (522). While - 
The Fisher King is imbued generally with the ideas and humanistic spirit 
of Campbell, the film, nevertheless, underscores the significance of a joint 
quest for contemporary Grail values. As Parry notes to Jack early in the 

I a m ,  "I'm a knight on a special quest, and I need help .... That's why they 
[little people] sent you [Jack]." Although Parry and Jack cannot cure the 

I malaise of New York City as Wasteland, they must embark on a shared 
journey to love, trust, forgiveness, and redemption. 

Crucial to the film's depiction of an interlaced Grail quest are the neo- 
Jungian concepts of Johnson, for Johnson's popular study (He: Understand- 
ing Masdine Psychology) shaped LaGravenese's screenplay for The Fisher 
King (LaGravenese 124). According to LaGravenese's reading of He, "the 
Fisher King, or Grail, myth-when paralleled with the male psyche- 
becomes the story of every man's psychological and spiritual growth" 
(124).9 Once a boy (Perceval or the fool) starts his journey from innocence ' to maturity, he briefly "touches' God or the God within-that part of our- 
selves that is our direct link to the divine; our souls" (124). Since the boy 

t 
is young and immature, he fails to comprehend his epiphany, thus leav- 
ing him with the imprint of "a 'Fisher King' woundn (124). Such a wound 
represents in the boy's rite of passage the "fist touch of consciousnessn 
(Johnson, He 4), the beginning stage of spirituaVemotiona1 illumination, 
and the source of intense pain and psychic disunity.'O Furthermore, the 
Fisher King injury-localized in "the male, generative, creative part of a 
man's being" (Johnson, Fisher King 16)u-deadens human feeling and thus 
creates detachment fiom other individuals (Johnson, Fisher King 4 and 16). 
Symbolized by a fish, suggestive of Christ, of divine force, or of valuable 
and creative "inner workn (Johnson, Fisher King 22-23, 27),'2 the Fisher 
King wound is triggered occasionally by a particular event-"an injusticen 
(Johnson, He 5). Because the wound constitutes a spiritual maiming, the 
a c t e d  youth or fool must renounce an "1"-centered life and embrace 
"service for the greater good or even someone [to] loven (LaGravenese 124). 

Perhaps the most potent expression of the boy's "divine awakeningn 
(Odom 43) and subsequent wound may be found in two episodes of the 
















