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How does Yvain set up and then overturn the reader’s expectations? What might be Chrétien’s purpose in doing this?


The reader is set up to believe that this will be about noble deeds, in the tradition of Geoffrey of Monmouth. Arthur is described as “good” and “noble”. His court is of “truly regal splendor” and his knights as devoting “all their efforts to honour”. Their qualities are associated with following the codes of love which had a “reputation for courtliness, integrity, generosity and honour” and which Chreitiens’s narrator contrasts with modern lovers and with churls.
However, there are a couple of indications that the preamble itself may be more ambivalent that it initially appears.
It emphasises the importance and qualities of love at court, rather than some of the more knightly qualities that might be mentioned such as physical prowess or wisdom. Hunt also suggests that the use of ‘amors’ in the preamble original text leaves an ambiguity over which type of love is being praised, and that the rest of the story might lead an audience to feel that the friendships between Yvain and Gawain, Lunete and the lion, rather than his ‘love’ relationship with Laudine are actually Yvain’s successful relationships. (Hunt, 1986, pp24). 

After the preamble, Chretien immediately subverts the values he has laid out. Firstly, Arthur’s court is called into question, a them that reoccurs through out the story. Arthur self indulgently, in “a striking breach of etiquette” (Hunt, 1986 pp24) abandons the “sumptuous festival” of Pentecost to retire to bed with Guinevere where he falls asleep. 
While Arthur sleeps, his knights sit outside his door where Calogrenant begins to tell a story “to his shame” and Guinevere creeps out to join them. Only one of the knights greets her respectfully and Kay, Arthur’s seneschal, who the narrator describes as “extremely abusive, wickedly sarcastic and sneering”, begins insulting both her and Calogrenant.  This is certainly not the honourable, courtly behaviour reffered to in the preamble.
Calogrenant’s quest is not for the traditional benefit of god or a lady but just because he was “in quest of adventures”. He is delighted to be left alone with the “beautiful.. attractive.. slender, tall and erect” daughter of the vavasour and is sulky about having to sit with the hospitable vavasour for supper. He describes his fear when he meets the bulls of the forest herdsman and by the storm he has created.  When he meets a “churl.. [of] great ugliness” he immediately assumes he is “witless and unable to talk” but the churl overturns the preambles statement that “a courtly man who is dead is still worth more than a living churl” when he describes how he competently and responsibly cares for his bulls. After needlessly disturbing the entire forest, Calogrenant is knocked off his horse by Escalados and is “ashamed and dispirited”, giving up the fight and being left  “brooding and indignant”.
Arthur’s authority is also undermined when  Arthur plans to avenge Calogrenant and “Yvain secretly anticipates him and sets out to face the adventure himself” (Green 1979 pp313). 
Yvain wins his fight with Escalados, he immediately sets off chasing Escalados .hoping to claim a souvenir. As he watches Escalados being buried his main feeling is sadness at losing his trophy. Again, this is hardly to reconcile with honourable behaviour.
As well as the problematic honour of Arthur’s knights, the other knights mentioned are Laudine’s  who are “not worth a single chambermaid” and who “unanimously declare” that Laudine needs someone else to defend her lands  (the implication being that they are not brave enough or competent enough)(Green, 1979 pp307) . The most revered knight in the story is Gawain, who is generally off courting ladies (and who fights on behalf of the wrong sister later in Yvain). 
Lunete complains that her treatment at Arthur’s court where no knight except Yvain “deigned to speak a word” to her. Like most of the rest of Yvain this is ambivalent, Lunete herself says that she wasn’t “prudent, courtly or well behaved”. The speed with which she and Gawain form a relationship- “a friendship that was struck up in private” lends weight to the implication that her behavior at court may have been questionable. 
Even though Arthur’s authority might be seen as being reestablished when he decides the outcome of Yvain and Gawain’s combat, it is also another ambiguity. His involvement means that the long, bitter fight between Gawain and Yvain was unnecessary as it failed to establish which sister was in the right.   
The behavior of the knights as “courtly” is called into question by their enjoyment of “embracing and kissing” Laudine’s ladies. Chretien’s narrator’s criticism of the knights for reading too much into Laudine’s courtesies and caresses raises more questions about the behavior of both courts.
The enthusiasm for knights setting off on unnecessary quests is referred to again when we are told that the silk workers are imprisoned as a result of a knight “a born fool” on a quest for adventure.
The conclusion of the story, with Yvain effectively choosing Laudine over Arthur and his knights, and potentially setting himself up as a rival to Arthur also subverts the implication of the preamble of the significance of Arthur’s court, a “separate authority alongside Arthur’s court” (Green, 1979)

The preamble focuses on the joys of courtly love, especially in comparison with the “debased” love of “nowadays”. As you read the story, this celebration of the the love of Arthur’s knights seems more and more questionable. If the love between Laudine and Yvain is taken as exemplifying this courtly love there are anomalies even from the beginning. Although Jackson describes some of Yvain as being based on a myth where the king of the fountain would be “automatically replaced as mate by any challenger who could defeat him” (Jackson, 1960, pp107), falling in love with the grieving widow of the man you killed after deliberately provoking him, a love based on her physical beauty and grief, doesn’t seem to fit with the courtly love described in the preamble.
In her chapter (Love, honour and the exchange of women in Yvain) in Arthurian Women, Kruegar is scathing of the idea that the beginning of this relationship is based on love in any way, but instead presents Laudine as “an object of exchange” (Kruegar, Arthurian Women, pp7).  She points out that Yvain does not court Laudine, “gradually earning her consent” (pp8) and that for Laudine “the protector and the enemy are the same man” (pp9).  Whether Chretien deliberately set up this amibivalence or  whether it was caused by his modification of the older story of the fountain and moulding it into a love story, it is hard to imagine an audience of medieval noble women feeling like Laudine has met the man of her dreams at this point. Kruegar also discusses Chretien’s narrator’s statements regarding Laudine’s feeling towards Yvain. Like many of the statements which inititally appear straightforwardly didactic, the idea that 
women often change their minds, that women say no to what they really want and that women don’t like to hear what is good for them, are all statements which a female audience might raise an eyebrow at in this context. There are also some asides which underline the tensions within the story, for example the passage Escalados as “completely forgotten. His slayer is married to his wife, and they sleep together, while the people love and esteem the living man more than they ever did the dead.” A statement which seems like a direct inversion of the preambles claim that “a courtly man is still worth more than a living churl” given Escalados’s blameless behaviour and Yvain’s more dubious position.

The knowledge of Laudine’s vulnerable position make Lunete’s collusion with Yvain to deceive her mistress even more problematic 
In the first part of Yvain at least, Yvain’s love appears to be “immature selfish love” (Noble 1989).  
If by the end. Yvain and Loudine’s love exemplified the courtly love of the preamble it might be less of a contrast to the expectations set up at the beginning. However, especially if the audience is already skeptical that Laudine loves Yvain, or that she ought to, this completely undermines the ending of the story. Laudine is never explicitly clear that she loves Yvain, whereas she is very clear that she will hate him if he doesn’t return and appears furious with him for being a “hypocritical thief and traitor” (2739), for claiming to love her and then betraying her. 
 Hunt describes romances as setting the lady in the position of power over the knight. This seems to be subverted in Yvain where Laudine is lied to (by Lunete), and coerced into taking Yvain back despite her saying that she feels Yvain “neither loves nor respects [her]” and only agreeing because the alternative is perjury. Their relationship is described at the end of the story as a reconciliation rather than love and contrasts with Yvain’s delight in Lunete who he describes as his “sweet friend” and “kisses her eyes and then her face”.  All of this seems completely contradictory to the focus of the preamble on courtly love with it’s “courtliness, integrity, generosity and honour” and seem more like the “deceitful mockery” the preamble refers to. 
However, some of the most active and intelligent people in the story are women- Lunete, the Lady of Noroison and the sister who sets out to find him and get justice. This may reflect the active ladies of the preamble.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Chretien’s purpose in overturning the expectations created in the preamble  may have been to thoroughly investigate “those cracks in the façade where the discrepancy between what is and what should be becomes visible” (Green, 1979, pp103) He focuses on the ideas and principles of courtly behaviour, particularly courtly love, which Noble describes as of being of  “tremendous interest” at the time. Noble also adds that in the romance tradition “each author is an individual and may well add something of his own to his treatment of love” (Noble, 1982)
Chretien examines whether Yvain (or anyone) is capable “of reconciling [his] personal love relationship with the demands made upon [him] by Arthurian society” (Fichte 1983) as well as “examining the problems of maturity and responsibility in a marriage” when  Yvain returns to his “selfish, irresponsible life with Gauvain” (Noble 1982) .  Although it is possible to feel that Yvain learns that “love has to be earned and that it is not to be regarded as something easily won and lightly cast aside” (Noble 1982), it is also possible to feel that the qualities which are prized most by Yvain’s narrator are the loyalty Yvain and the lion and Yvain and Lunete have for each other, and the sense of duty and honour which Yvain develops as he begins to fight for justice rather than on a whim. 
Some of this seems to be done with careful humour- the regular appearance of negatives which invite the audience to consider the opposite- “nor did she [Laudine] wear a sad expression when she greeted Arthur; “this is no ill bred man” when meeting Yvain (Green 1979 pp191)  and the supposedly didactic asides by the narrator. Yvain also uses what John Stevens describes as an “elegant blend of the heroic and the mock-heroic” (Stevens, 1974), for example the lion’s noble suicide when he thinks he will have to live without Yvain.  Kruegar describes Chretien as writing“ironic romances that poke gentle fun at chivalric pretensions”(Kruegar, 2000, pp5), Noble agrees “Chretien consistently mocks the ideas and the characters associated with courtly behavior” (Noble 1989) Chretien desire to “harmonise love with social needs” (Green, 1979 pp105) “both facets of love (its enhancing alongside its amoral or degrading effects) are to be found in courtly literature which.. can achieve humorous and ironic effects precisely by exploiting these discrepancies” (Green, 1979 pp101) 

Hunt describes Chretien as writing “In the spirit of an experiment” as part of  “a culture which is not essentially serious, didactic and ecclesiastical but imaginative, playful and secular” and exploiting the “rich possibilities” of multiple viewpoints including the narrator and the audience. (Hunt, 1986). Chretien’s playfulness may have been driven by his audience, who would have included “the unlearned but leisured community of woman.. and.. a constantly expanding society of clerks, well educated” (Hunt 1986, pp12). 
This was a time of cultural change- “in the late eleventh century a variety of social and intellectual currents were jointly bringing about changes in people’s attitudes to many things, not least the relationship between the sexes.” (Noble, 1982) whilst “Flourishing schools of the eleventh and twelfth century led in Northern France to a new spirit of enquiry and interrogation” (Hunt, 1986 pp.11). 

Hunt describes the romances as containing “compensatory idealism” for the a female audience subjugated by men, but Kruegar suggests they show “profound ambivalence about woman’s position in court life” and therefore “create a discursive space where courtly ideology [towards women] can be examined and questioned” (Kruegar, 2000 pp4)  using “recognisable emotions and grappl[ing] with recognisable problems”, Noble uses Eleanor of Aquitaine rushing to marry Henry II to protect her territories as an example(Noble, 1982). Given Chretien’s highlighting of so many tensions within the ideas of courtly love, it would seem unlikely he intended the love relationship in Yvain to represent perfect courtly love. 

The educated court clerks Hunt describes would be familiar with a “play of critical arguments” they had from classical authors (Hunt 1986, pp13) In addition, the critical look at the court’s behaviour and it’s purpose, may come  a “long tradition of criticising the court” which may be caused by “the resentment caused by the dependence of poets on the whims of court patronage, the tension between what would now be called intellectuals and politicians and.. the Janus nature of the court itself, a centre of urbanity but also a hotbed of intrigue” (Hunt, 1986, pp308-309). 
In setting out Arthur’s court in the tradition inherited from Geoffrey of Monmouth a the beginning and then thoroughly examining the various aspects of courtly love and tensions and ambivalences created by it, Chretien creates a version of the story that is challenging, entertaining and thought provoking to engage the changing interests and expectations of his audience at court.
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