‘To what extent do you think that Chretien’s Yvain poses an ironic critique of the concept of the concept of chivalry and the genre of romance?’
In this essay I will endeavour to answer how far Yvain might be taken as a critique to the concept of chivalry and romance as a genre. To do this I will be delving into specific areas of Yvain, mainly regarding the relationship between Yvain and Lunete compared to that of Yvain and Laudine, as well as the connection between Yvain’s friendship with Gauvain, his reputation and his madness, whereby I hope to have given a satisfactory conclusion.
Firstly, when Yvain is said to have been “overwhelmed” [footnoteRef:1] with love, the narrator begins to personify love itself: [1: ‘The Knight of the Lion (Yvain)’, in Chretien De Troyes: Arthurian Romances, trans. by William W. Kibler and Carleton W. Carroll (London: Penguin Books, 1991; repr. 2004), pp. 295-380 (p. 312).] 

“[Love] acts so badly by accepting lodging in the lowliest place she can […] Now, however, she is housed well […] being such a noble thing; it’s a wonder she dared shame herself by descending to such base places.” [footnoteRef:2] [2: The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 312.] 

Outwardly, this would seem to be a compliment to the love of Yvain. Love is honourable when residing with him.
Yet, there is a notable irony in this comment, made particular by the comparison with “base places”.[footnoteRef:3] It could be a nod from Chretien; the mention of untoward love being side-by-side Yvain’s love for Laudine creating an ironic ploy to hint that their love is “base”[footnoteRef:4], as suggested by Peter Mitchell.[footnoteRef:5] This is particularly prominent when coupled with the unsettling implications of Yvain’s falling in love with Laudine during her madness when she is grieving for the husband he killed.[footnoteRef:6] [3: The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 312.]  [4: The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 312.]  [5: Dr Peter Mitchell, Second Lecture on Chretien De Troyes, Yvain (The Knight with the Lion): Problematic Features, Rehabilitation and Reconciliation, (unpublished lecture and seminar, University of Wales, 2019), p.3-4.]  [6: The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 309.] 

Whether this may be simply a critique of Yvain’s chivalric sensibilities in love, it is interesting to note his relationship with another; namely Lunete.
Throughout Yvain, Lunete is called “my sweet friend” [footnoteRef:7]and “good friend” [footnoteRef:8] and other similar names at differing points by Yvain. This is until her rescue at the hands of Yvain, where he instead addresses her as “My lady.” [footnoteRef:9] Further still is the reference that he “he has freed his damsel” [footnoteRef:10]upon rescuing Lunete. [7:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 314.]  [8:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 341.]  [9:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 349.]  [10:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 352.] 

The significance of this, given how thorough Chretien has previously been in how she - and all characters - has been named, cannot be moderate, additional to the connotation of Lunete being “his” damsel. Even Gawain, her supposed wooer, does not do this, calling her merely “Young Lady”. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 326.] 

An argument against this is, as Tony Hunt states: “On his return to rescue Lunete, it is significant that Laudine is foremost in his mind”. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Tony Hunt, CHRETIEN DE TROYES: Yvain (Le Chevalier au Lion) (London: Grant & Cutler Ltd, 1986), p.65.] 

But in the text that is vague.
The reader is left to infer that it is indeed Laudine he is looking for, as there is a conspicuous lack of a name. The lack of a name may not be so conspicuous were it clear cut as to if Yvain saw Lunete before or after he scans the crowd in search for “the one his heart beheld”.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 349.
] 

This is due to the fact that further down the page, after he is said to have arrived, “anguished” [footnoteRef:14]at the sight of Lunete facing the fire and subsequently scanned the crowd, the narrator, upon reaching Laudine, states: [14:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 349.] 

“[Yvain] saw Lunete kneeling, stripped to her shift”[footnoteRef:15]. The reuse of the word “saw” creates an uncertainty as to whether he actually saw her before he approached her. In that case his arrival at the scene might actually be marked by his having reached Lunete and Yvain could be argued to be searching for Lunete, and not Laudine. [15:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 349.] 

Then again, this could be a stretch and Laudine is really the one foremost in his mind. If that is so, then it could too be debated as to whether his love for Laudine is actually a mirror for the affection he should be able to bestow on Lunete, but cannot due to their inequality in rank.
The notion of equality in chivalrous love can be seen explicitly in Chretien’s contemporary, Marie De France in her Lais Equitan. The Lady says to her potential lover, the King, “Love is not honourable, unless it is based on equality.”[footnoteRef:16] This is reminiscent to the “base places”[footnoteRef:17] earlier described.  [16:  ‘Equitan’, in The Lais of Marie De France, trans. by Glyn S. Burgess and Keith Busby, (London: Penguin Books, 1986), pp. 56-60 (p.58).]  [17:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 312.] 

Laudine is also the “most beautiful”[footnoteRef:18] out of all of the women in Yvain, and working with the usual conventions of the genre her intense beauty makes her a better love candidate in terms of the genre[footnoteRef:19]. (Lecure, marie de france) [18:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 309.]  [19:  Dr Peter Mitchell, Seminar: Guigemar, Equitan, Le Fresne, Laustic (Unpublished seminar, University of Wales, 2019), p. 2.] 

Inversely to the physical inequality in rank and beauty, is the equality in relationship between Yvain and Lunete compared to Laudine.
Yvain arrives on time for Lunete, rather than for Laudine - though this has been attributed to his moral growth, even that is questionable, as described by Hunt: “the despair with which Yvain finally returns to the fountain implies, rather, that he has little confidence that he will be accepted as a reformed character[footnoteRef:20].”  [20:  Hunt, p. 33.] 

Yvain gets on his knees in the presence of Laudine[footnoteRef:21], whereas he raises Lunete up to him[footnoteRef:22] (peng). They also serve one and other to a high extent, to the point where they openly discuss whether they have done enough for one and other at the end.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 319.]  [22:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 349.]  [23:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), pp. 378-79.] 

Hunt draws attention to Chretien’s concept of a man in love being a “prisoner”, saying it is mentioned “eight times” in one paragraph.[footnoteRef:24] It is therefore noteworthy that as well as Yvain, Lunete has been a literal prisoner[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Hunt, p. 58.]  [25:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 340.] 

Adding to that, there are correlations between Lunete’s behaviour towards Yvain and vice versa with that of Laudine.
Lunete, at the beginning of their meeting, gives Yvain a ring to keep him safe, then leads him to a bed for safety.[footnoteRef:26] Not only are conjugal connotations prevalent in this imagery, it makes Laudine’s behaviour shadow that of Lunete’s, as she later gives him a second ring to keep him safe in the tournament – the same taken off of him at the breach of his promise. [footnoteRef:27] [26:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), pp. 307-8.]  [27:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 314, p. 328.] 

It could be argued he aided Laudine when Arthur’s army arrived, but he aided her with something he effectively started – knowing that the knight would appear, compared to Calogrenant.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 301, p. 305.] 

Plus, it can be implied he wanted to fight Kay for selfish reasons as Hunt points out, stating that his obsession with avenging himself from Kay’s taunts overtakes that of exacting retribution for his cousin. [footnoteRef:29] This in itself is ironic to the chivalry Yvain is meant to have. [29:  Hunt, p. 43.] 

Yvain may or may not love Lunete instead of Laudine, but the fact that Laudine is spiritually unequal for Yvain compared to Lunete, yet he has to love her to keep to the conventions of romance as a genre would, as far as extent goes, make the entirety of Yvain’s romantic quest an ironic critique of chivalrous love.
On another point, “Do Yvain and Gawain, locked in arduous combat, really love each other?”[footnoteRef:30] Together, with their relationship and their differing reputations, these factors are quite telling of Chretien’s depiction of knights and the code of chivalry within the romance, especially in regards to Yvain’s madness. [30:  Hunt, p. 80.] 

Yvain’s madness and subsequent saving of the lion is a focal point for a lot of critics when debating Yvain’s supposed moral growth. Most of the time, it is assumed that his madness is the direct result of Laudine’s denouncement of him, to which Gauvain is indirectly responsible for having encouraged him to leave his wife in order to keep to the chivalric ideal of prowess.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Peter S. Noble, Love and Marriage in Chretien de Troyes (Cardiff: The University of Wales Press, 1982), p. 55.] 

One could take it that Yvain is greatly influenced by Gauvain and that he could be doing all he does to impress him, being generally less significant in prowess[footnoteRef:32]. Hunt describes how Yvain “is at pains throughout the romance to serve Gawain and honour him”[footnoteRef:33] and the illustrated love between them is as strong as expected of the fellowship to which they belong.[footnoteRef:34] (Archibald) Moreover, Hunt points out that Yvain does not blame him for the part he plays in falling out with his wife.[footnoteRef:35] [32:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 325.]  [33:  Hunt, p. 64.]  [34:  Elizabeth Archibald, ‘Malory’s Ideal of Fellowship’, in The Review of English Studies, 43 (August 1992), 311-328. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/518049> [Accessed 29 September 2019]]  [35:  Hunt, p. 36.] 

Yet it is the emphasis on the line: “Or perhaps my Lord Gawain himself would ask for it first.” (Penguin) that puts the idea of Yvain being entirely passive to Gauvain into some disrepute. The line appears after speculation that Kay would ask to fight Esclados, and it being on its own expounds a sense of its importance - more important than Kay’s claim.
Thus, it may be that it is not love of Laudine or even Lunete – since she is the one to wrench the ring back from him – that drives him into despair when he breaks his word, but his loss of face against Gauvain.
When Yvan realises his promise is broken he bites back tears and is “downcast”. (Peng) Laudine had told him what would happen if he broke his word; it is not a strong reaction when he is to go mad on the next page - not until his humiliation is publicised: “[He] slipped out from among the barons, because he was afraid of going mad in their presence.” (Penguin)
He “ruined his own happiness” (peng), but no-where does that explicitly say that his happiness relied on love. Rather, it is his plummeting chivalric reputation that drives him to flee the court. (Peng)
It could be that he has lost face in front of everyone, not simply Gauvain; but equally, the references to Gauvain make it more likely that his opinion is more important, in spite of the evident lack of reference to it in the text. (Peng)
In retrospect this rivalry is prevalent during the rest of the tale. The two companions are presumably competing for glory during the jousting (peng), Yvain saves Lunete despite Gauvain’s initial promises (peng x2), Yvain also aids his family whilst he is away and, most important of all, they fight one and other during the inheritance dispute.
This could be argued as not necessarily constituting a rivalry, yet it is hard to ignore the amount of times Gauvain is referenced in a story that is not about him. Compared, other knights, like Kay, feel quite obsolete.
Furthermore, Gauvain’s own actions are suspect.
Douglas Kelly describes that “Gauvain from his very first poem was that of counsellor.” [footnoteRef:36]He is coming from a position of knowledge and trust, however, he is trying to get Yvain to join him when, as Hunt divulges, “[Jousting] has no relevance to a knight committed henceforth to the defence of the fountain”.[footnoteRef:37] [36:  Douglas Kelly, ‘Gauvain and “Fin’ Amors” in the poems of Chretien de Troyes’, in Studies in Philology, 67 (October 1970), 453-460. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/4173695> [Accessed 29 September 2019]]  [37:  Hunt, p. 61.] 

During the jousting Gauvain “took great pains to honour him [Yvain].” and “[would] not let him leave his company”.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), pp. 328-29] 

Thinking of Chretien’s regular ironical tone, it is hard to believe Gauvain is simply a proud friend. More to the point, Gauvain is not said at having any pains over Yvain’s disappearance, much less looking for him.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 330] 

On a similar thread, Noble says, “Gauvain admits that he himself would have difficulty in following such advice, which is an implied challenge to Yvain.” [footnoteRef:40] There is a hint of subtle manipulation there that connotes that he may want things to go wrong for Yvain. [40:  Noble, p. 53.] 

Therefore the narrator’s speech on the love and hate of the companions could be alluding to the entire relationship of Yvain and Gauvain, not just during the battle. Conceding, they may love one and other, but it is balanced with hate. [footnoteRef:41]Also, it would create an irony to their wanting to place the victory on each other’s shoulders, neither meaning what they say for the sake of appearing chivalrous.[footnoteRef:42] [41:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 371]  [42:  The Knight of the Lion (Yvain), p. 374.] 

To that extent, Chretien would be criticising the whole of the concept of chivalry on its own and in companionship. Yvain’s and Gauvain’s ironically chivalric friendship and Yvain’s loss of reputation causing him to go mad is an unfavourable depiction of how the supposed chivalry of a knight can cause turmoil.
In all, Yvain’s ironic love for Laudine, being preferred to the emotionally rewarding relationship of Lunete, as to befit the genre, the irony of Yvain and Gauvain’s friendship and Yvain’s staunch fixation on his rise and fall of his reputation to the extent of madness conjoin to create an ironic sentiment on the concept of romance and chivalry over the span of the entire story. There does not seem to be many areas that Chretien has not critiqued, largely showing it to be bias, unfair and in the case of Yvain and Gauvain, potentially sinister.
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