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The Use of Descriptio in “The Lais of Marie De France”
The motif of love is one that Marie de France will explore consistently throughout her lais, however, it would be deemed inaccurate to title her work as such, as she branches into many other themes within this motif. For example, the differences of selfless and selfish love, and its Marie’s use of descriptio that emphasises this.
     In Guigemar, the fore-mentioned main character is portrayed as being condemned for having no interest in love, in spite of his positive attributes and heroism. “But nature had done him such a grievous wrong that he never displayed the slightest interest in love.” However, whilst this disinterest is obviously seen as a limitation, when Guigemar does eventually discover love, it is clear that his love is selfless, as he chooses to suffer for his insecurities. “He told himself that suffering was inevitable for there was no alternative. He spent a sleepless night, sighing in anguish.” 
      A contrast to this would be the selfish love between Guigemar’s beloved and her husband. The paintings in the lady’s chamber echo his blindness to his wife’s affairs. “The walls of the chamber were covered in paintings in which Venus, the goddess of love, was skilfully depicted together with the nature and obligations of love; how it should be observed with loyalty and good service. In the painting Venus was shown as casting into a blazing fire the book in which Ovid teaches the art of controlling love and as excommunicating all those who read this book or adopted its teachings.” Seeing as how there is no mention of him visiting her, they were obviously able to continue their affair for over a year, and this emphasises how she is nothing more than an object to her husband; something he can possess, and that his “love” is based around his own jealous fear, with no concern for her welfare. This emphasises a statement made by J. E. Stevens; “It is a courtly exemplum about the nature of true love demonstrated by two idealised types. The lessons we have to learn about love (which is presented absolutely, unquestionably, as the supreme earthly experience) are that it is inevitable, that it may not be forced, that loyalty raises it above the vicissitudes of fortune.”[footnoteRef:1]  
     Another theme that Marie touches upon in her lais is the suffering that comes with love. This is seen in Guigemar, despite its happy ending, shown through the deer’s curse. “Vassal, you who have wounded me, let this be your fate. May you never find a cure, nor may any herb, root, doctor or potion ever heal the wound you have in your thigh until you are cured by a woman who will suffer for you love more pain and anguish than any other woman has ever known, and you will suffer likewise for her, so much so that all those who are in love, who have known love or are yet to experience it, will marvel at it.” The irony in this curse is not only that it’s somewhat self-inflicted, but that by offering him a cure, it only leads to greater suffering, through wondering if his love is returned. This is then referenced later, when Marie says that his love “wounded him deeply,” when the separation from his beloved almost parts them.
     When exploring this theme, Equitan is in a stark contrast to Guigemar, not only because it is the first of the lais in which a tragic end is met, but also because the majority of the love between the characters is selfish, and, in the words of Glyn S.Burgess, “places love firmly in the context of rank and power,”[footnoteRef:2] which is accentuated through the descriptions of the characters. Equitan is a king who would “never, except in time of war, would have forsaken his hunting, his pleasures or his river sports, whatever the need might have been.” The lady is solely described by her physical appearance, showing that her virtues lie in her beauty, without any notable personality to accompany it. 
     In Equitan, love is something that came to the king; as if it were out of his control. “Love admitted him into her service and let fly in his direction an arrow which left a very deep wound in him.” Perhaps this would be due to the fact that, similarly to Guigemar, he had never made any attempt to understand love. However, the imagery of an arrow would recall the classic story of Cupid, so it could be said that it was fate that brought it to him. Additionally, the notion that the arrow left a “very deep wound” in him recalls that of Guigemar, however, Equitan’s wound came when he found love, whilst Guigemar’s came when he almost lost it, emphasising how Marie likes to explore the different themes of love and what it can do to people.
     The theme of selfish love appears once again in Les Deux Amanz, as it is out of sadness that the king is so protective of his daughter. “The king had a beautiful daughter, a most courtly damsel who had been a comfort to him ever since he had lost the queen.” It is a tragic selfish love, but selfish nonetheless, as the girl is purely a symbol of something lost, and is not seen as her own person worthy of love. But what makes this worse is how her father’s actions and controlling decisions have affected her, and her view of the world, as she is only able to see things in her father’s light. “Because he was worthy and courtly, and because the king held him in high esteem, she granted him her love for which he humbly thanked her.” She partly fell for her beloved due to the fact that her father held him in such high regards, which emphasises Stevens’ idea that the “possessive father figure” is used as an “obstacle,” [footnoteRef:3] as does the daughter’s decision to starve herself. It is implying that due to the lack of love from her father, she sees herself as nothing more than a body, as if she were objectifying herself. Yet, it could be questioned whether it would be fair to deem this a lais of selfish nature, due to the strong love that she seems to have for her father. “But if I went away with you, my father would be sad and distressed and his life would be an endless torment. Truly, I love him so much and hold him so dearly that I would not wish to grieve him.” [1:  John Stevens, Medieval Romance: Themes and Approaches (London: Hutchinson, 1973) p.163.]  [2:  Glyn S. Burgess, The Lais of Marie de France: Text and Context (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987,) p. 139.]  [3:  John Stevens, Medieval Romance: Themes and Approaches (London: Hutchinson, 1973) p.37.] 
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