Historicising Texts : Reading Medieval Texts (CSEN4006)

Lecture 5
Chrétien de Troyes, Yvain (The Knight with the Lion)
Chrétien de Troyes, and his Romances, in History
1) Author of five Arthurian romances, writing in 1160s and 1170s (or) 1170s and 1180s.

2) Chrétien’s Insulation from his own Historical Context

a) Chrétien de (= from) Troyes (i.e. in Champagne)

(Or) Chrétien (= Christian) de (= from) Troyes (i.e. the pagan Greek city of Troy, from which the Frankish peoples claimed their mythological descent)

b) Space and Time in Chrétien’s fiction

i) Space and place tends to be mythological rather than geographical

(1) Yvain purports to take place in Wales. Caerleon, where Arthur stays, is actually near Newport in Wales, but the place name ‘Carduel’, which Chrétien specifies as Arthur’s seat in Wales, may be a confusion for Cardigan (Ceredigion), but it is the normal spelling in French for Carlisle on the borders of Scotland.

ii) Time is measured by the ecclesiastical calendar

(1) The feast of the birth of St John the Baptist (24 June) figures prominently in Yvain,

3) The Geo-Political Context

a) Anglo-Norman-Angevin court ruled by King Henry II of England (Henry Plantagenet; reigned 1154-89). In 1154 he inherited from his mother the English crown (which included Wales and Cornwall as well) and the duchy of Normandy (with overlordship of Brittany) and from his father the county of Anjou (which also comprised Maine and Touraine). In 1152, before he became king, he had married Eleanor, the heiress of Aquitaine, a duchy which extended from Poitou in the north to Gascony and Toulouse in the south.

b) Reasons for the literary revival under Henry II, which included works in the vernacular, that is, in French:

i) favourable royal patronage;

ii) keen interest in liberal arts;

iii) increasing attention to disciplines of grammar and rhetoric from which medieval arts of poetry and prose developed;

iv) desire on the part of authors to ensure the transfer of knowledge from previous generation to future ones

4) In the twelfth century, the courts in Champagne, where Troyes was to be found, Flanders, the Anglo-Norman-Angevins and the French kings were essentially itinerant and consisted of household officers:

a) seneschal (steward), who procured the provisions and from about 1190 (due to an edict of Philip II of France) carried out judicial functions as roving ambassadors or ministers for the throne;

b) butler, who dispensed the drink;

c) chamberlain, who guarded the sleeping quarters;

d) constable or marshal, who cared for the horses;

e) chancellor, who oversaw the chapel and the secretariat.

Introduction to the Literary History and Criticism of the Arthurian Romances of Chrétien de Troyes
5) Chrétien’s possible Arthurian sources:

a) Geoffrey of Monmouth, Historia regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain) (1138)

b) Wace transposed Monmouth’s Historia into the romance language (French) in 1155.

Chrétien studiously avoids explicit connections between Arthur (or any other of his characters) and historical personages.
6) Characteristics of the Arthurian romance, as Chrétien developed it:

a) centred on the Arthurian court but primarily focused on the adventures of one (or two) of Arthur’s knights, generally over a limited period of time;

b) episodic, but tightly organised;

c) Yvain: clarity of structure and harmoniousness of general design;

i) close medieval translations or adaptations of Yvain in Germany, Scandinavia, England and Wales, and France;

d) totally oblivious to the political, matrimonial and martial events of the day, and to governmental achievements within the surrounding principalities and the domain of the King of England;
e) prowess displayed largely in tournaments, single combats, and the relief of castles under siege, as well as other miscellaneous adventures;

f) marital unions motivated by love, not by politics or by the requirement to consolidate power by means of the binding of two dynasties in solemn unity through the marriage of representatives and through the inheritance of land, property and wealth by legitimate offspring;

i) To what extent does this romantic love share qualities with the love of which Marie de France writes in her lais?

(1) Guigemar: loveless, dynastic marriage
(2) ardent and passionate, rather than platonic? 
(3) Is it that no one under its sway can retain command over reason?
(4) Can it be consistently distinguished from the art of ‘controlling love’ and from ‘debauchery’?
(5) Is it courtly and chivalric?
(6) Is it more or less insistently equated with the court and with nobility, those of the social rank or ‘estate’ of knighthood?
(7) Does it occur across the social divide?
(8) Does it dramatically clash with the imperatives of dynastic marriage? Is it adulterous?
g) examination of the nature of adventure – its uses and abuses – and the efficacy of chivalry and of the Arthurian ethic. This may be seen in the themes problems treated:

i) love and prowess
ii) private pleasures v. public duties
iii) the couple and society
h) Strands of chivalry:
i) heraldic: esteems prowess in feats of arms, loyalty to one’s chief or king and to other members of one’s family and war band, and fellowship, such as the fellowship of the Knights of the Round Table
ii) moral: the morality is religious in origin and it gave rise to didactic traditions within literature. It is uppermost in the quest for the Holy Grail.
iii) romance: esteems courtly love, and is often the most celebrated strand in romance literature.
i) Chrétien’s power of critique is focussed in the first instance on the values implicit in the literary tradition which his romances help to shape. His easy and colloquial style of narration, which as we know is typical of romance literature, is laced with irony.

7) Recent Criticism:

a) Chrétien’s influence on other romance authors

b) narrative technique and artistic innovations

c) use of irony

d) systematic marks of fictionality in his work

e) questions of patronage

f) the manuscripts of Chrétien’s work

Chrétien scholarship has followed a trajectory leading from the early search for sources and analogues to a greater concentration on textual analysis and, more recently, to a broadening of focus that serves to place Chrétien’s works in the context of what we might categorize as cultural studies or cultural history, such as consideration of sociological, anthropological or gender questions.

8) Yvain (The Knight with the Lion)
To do for the seminar …
(1) To what extent does this romantic love share qualities with the love of which Marie de France writes in her lais (see 6 f i, above, for guidance)?
(2) Analyse the plot of Yvain (The Knight with the Lion) for conflict between the various strands of chivalry.
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