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1. [bookmark: _GoBack]To what extent do you think that Chrétien’s Yvain poses an ironic critique of the concept of chivalry and the genre of romance?

In twelfth century romantic literature; it was expected that predominant themes would include ideas of courtly and chivalrous love. The underlying structure of such ideas are founded in subservient obedience by women and demonstrations of love through acts of power and stature by the male characters. Hunt summarises these characterisations of courtly interactions as the love of a lady inspiring “a knight to chivalric feats and endeavours, which in turn reinforces and promotes the lady’s love of him”[footnoteRef:1]. In Yvain, Knight of The Lion, Chrétien de Troyes can critique these commonplace ideas of love in contemporary twelfth century romance by creating a relationship that follows closely to such tropes, thus rejecting ideas of marital love and is then shown to be an unstable relationship that does not hold steady. [1:  Tony Hunt, Chrétien de Troyes, Yvain: Critical Guides to French Texts (London: Grant & Cutler, 1986) p. 13.] 

When Yvain meets Laudine he is completely at her will – he proclaims he would do anything for her as he loves her; he would even die for her: “‘What if I kill you?’ ’I’ll thank you,’ said the lord Yvain”.[footnoteRef:2] The Lord is not only willing to die, he would thank Laudine for giving him instruction to follow. This behaviour between Laudine and Yvain is regarded as being a chivalrous courtly love – “Yvain’s approach is, in fact, extremely courtly”[footnoteRef:3]. Whilst the contemporary audience might think this is the height of romance, it being so far from the highly masculine and patriarchal norm, that a man would be grateful for an instruction of death showing his true dedication. It can be interpreted by a modern audience that de Troyes is instead commenting on the absurdity of the situation: Yvain is happy to die for a woman he has only just met and despite the fact he has spent so long hiding from her so that he did not lose his life (as the men of the castle were out to kill him). [2:  Chrétien de Troyes, Yvain; or, The Knight with the Lion, trans. by Ruth Harwood Cline (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1975) p. 55.]  [3:  Peter S. Noble, Love and Marriage in Chrétien de Troyes (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1982) p.52 ] 

De Troyes can also be said to be commenting on the weakness of conventional chivalrous love through the relationship between the two characters. This is evident in the fragility of the characters’ relationship: not only is the relationship founded in an incredibly short space of time based on practicality on Laudine’s part, “marriage for very practical reasons”[footnoteRef:4]  herself needing a knight to defend the fountain, and Yvain is said to most likely be founded on his physically attraction to Laudine, “Yvain is completely in the power of love, presumably overcome by the physical attractions of Laudine”[footnoteRef:5]. The relationship is also proven to be largely unstable and insecure as Yvain is quick to break his promise that he should return to Laudine after a year of questing and Laudine is even quicker to denounce him as her lover and husband. This behaviour of leaving to go on quests is not at all what one would find in a typical marriage but instead follows tropes of courtly love – “Yvain is still behaving like the dutiful courtly lover. He is not exercising the authority of a husband”[footnoteRef:6] as well as being largely ‘chivalrous’: “chivalry was too often uncoordinated violence […] personal rivalry”[footnoteRef:7].  Even in the narrative, Laudine recognises the failures of the chivalric love that Yvain offers her: “who seem like honest men// but who are hypocrites”[footnoteRef:8]. Laudine resents Yvain for leaving and going on adventures and not returning like the loyal husband he should be; he is not, in her eyes, stepping up to the mantle of being a married man and maturing like she expects. From these readings it is easy to infer that de Troyes is commenting on the fragility and transparency of the chivalric romance genre and instead is supporting the idea of marriage that was less common in Arthurian romance as it provides a more stable love. Chivalric courtly love is more suited to short term romances with excitement and adventure but for a grounded and stable relationship they fall short. Possibly one of the only exceptions to this rule is the story of Lancelot and Queen Guinevere, in which the couple are able to have a relatively successful adulterous relationship that is founded upon a basis of chivalry. However, I would argue; that even though their relationship is hailed as one of the greatest love stories (specifically in the genre of chivalric love) in the time of writing, if not all time; that it is still an example of the negative repercussions of such types of love. I think this as Lancelot ends up being disgraced, losing his honour and in the end – dying.  [4:  Love and Marriage in Chrétien de Troyes, p. 52.]  [5:  Love and Marriage in Chrétien de Troyes, p. 49.]  [6:  Love and Marriage in Chrétien de Troyes, p. 53.]  [7:  Chrétien de Troyes, Yvain: Critical Guides to French Texts p. 12.]  [8:  Yvain; or, The Knight with the Lion¸ p. 76.] 

It can even be argued that there is a heavy critique on the standard themes of romance found in twelfth century romantic tales in what can be said is quite a minor section of the narrative: When Calogrenant meets the maiden on the first part of his journey, he finds himself enthralled with her, so much so that he does not wish to even leave her presence – “I didn’t want to move away”[footnoteRef:9]. This interaction contradicts many of the norms of medieval romance: in courtly love stories where chivalry plays a main role in the narratives it would have been very common for the lady being ‘courted’ to be stood above the knight, usually in a tower or a balcony so that the knight would be looking up to her – in a hierarchal system in which the knight is serving his lady: much like in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet (one of the most celebrated stories of courtly love) when Juliet appears in the window above Romeo and he confesses his love for her – “[Juliet appears above at a window]”[footnoteRef:10]. However, in Yvain, The Knight of the Lion, when Calogrenant meets the maiden en-route to the Bull Herdsman, they are both on level ground as equals – “the maiden sat across from me”[footnoteRef:11]. The blocking of the characters like this also reflects the relationship between them as well: the knight is subservient to his Lady when acting on chivalrous grounds but when he acts freely, he is equal to his partner. As the feelings between the two characters are described as being pure and wholly strong, it can be inferred that De Troyes is using these characters as a mouthpiece to voice his views on courtly/chivalrous love and how love that is pure and equal is stronger with thicker foundations than love acquired by courtly means. Obviously as the two stories are from completely different eras of time, with Rome and Juliet being written hundreds of years after Yvain, it would be impossible to say that de Troyes is taking inspiration from Shakespeare or writing to directly oppose it. This example is merely used as a point of reference as the balcony scene in Romeo and Juliet is hailed as one of the greatest examples of chivalric courtly love of all time, it is therefore, interesting to note on the polar opposite structure of the two scenes. The very notion that this section of the narrative is only minor is a very subtle way of critiquing the genre of romance in the time of writing: the structure acts almost as a metaphor for the genre of romance itself – the vast majority of the romance in the narrative is the chivalric love between Yvain and Laudine while there is a small minority that is pure and equal love between Calogrenant and the Maiden. This is not unlike the rest of the romance genre as a whole, many stories were based in chivalry and courtly love while only a minority were pure and whole love, de Troyes is commenting not only on the weaknesses of the themes of love but also the entire genre of romance and how it is dominated by a sub-genre that is not true nor wholesome.  [9:  Yvain; or, The Knight with the Lion, p. 7.]  [10:  William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, ed. by Edward Dowden, 5th edn (London: Methuen & Co Ltd., 1940) p. 52.]  [11: Yvain; or, The Knight with the Lion, p. 8.] 

Therefore, it would appear that this is de Troyes’ way of exhibiting how false and fragile the love between the pair is. I am of this opinion because Laudine is tricked into loving Yvain and even resents him to God when she finds out it’s him: “God save me!// You’ve trapped me neatly, and in spite// of me, you’ve made me love a knight”[footnoteRef:12]. The use of past participle “trapped” in relation to the lady’s opinion of the relationship clearly exhibits the lady’s frustration and unwillingness to be in such a relationship which fortifies the idea that the relationship based on chivalric accomplishment is untrue and wicked. This is not the first time in the story we see the pair fall in love despite having never met and knowing nothing about each other: “I’ve never known him personally, // but I’ve heard much about him”[footnoteRef:13]. The conjunction “but” at the beginning of the second line acts as an ironic criticism and adds humour to the situation as it points out that the lady is so willing to fall in “love” with a complete stranger based on rumour and word of mouth. This exhibits clearly the falseness of chivalric love, in both instances the Lady believes she is marrying a man of certain qualities and on both occasions Yvain is soon found out to be nothing like who he promised the Lady: the first time around he is proven not to a good husband like he proposed to be and then when the two reunite he lies about who is in order to gain the Lady’s favour.  [12:  Yvain; or, The Knight with the Lion, p. 191]  [13:  Yvain; or, The Knight with the Lion, p. 59] 

Throughout the story, de Troyes uses subtle humour to ironically critique the genre of twelfth century romance. The relationship between Yvain and the Lady is made to look absurd and transparent by overplaying the tropes of chivalry thus undermining the genre of romance. The genre of romance as a whole is undermined because the contemporary authors were infatuated with themes of chivalry and the writing style dominated the works produced – de Troyes offers a satiric alternative to the societal norm that had come to be expected in romantic literature that points out the flaws in the genre and the tropes of chivalry. There are alternative conditions of love in the story that prove to be stronger and more true than love gained through chivalric means: the pure and equal love between Calogrenant and the maiden as well as the marital love between Yvain and the Lady before he goes back to acting in a courtly fashion. In my opinion de Troyes is quite clearly saying through these scenarios that he finds chivalric love to be weak and that the contemporary audience should all look to more stable means of love to rely on.


Bibliography
de Troyes, Chrétien, Yvain; or, The Knight with the Lion, trans. by Ruth Harwood Cline (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1975)
Hunt, Tony, Chrétien de Troyes, Yvain: Critical Guides to French Texts (London: Grant & Cutler, 1986)
Noble, Peter S., Love and Marriage in Chrétien de Troyes (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1982)
Shakespeare, William, Romeo and Juliet, ed. by Edward Dowden, 5th edn (London: Methuen & Co Ltd., 1940)

