Historicising Texts  HPEN4001
Second Lecture on Chrétien de Troyes, Yvain (The Knight with the Lion):
Problematic Features, Rehabilitation and Reconciliation


Synopsis

As King Arthur celebrates Pentecost, one of his knights, Yvain, overhears a cousin, Calogrenant, narrating an adventure in which he had lost face. Expressing his familial loyalty, Yvain at once vows to avenge him and without informing either his king or the other Knights of the Round Table, he precipitately leaves court for the scene of the adventure, a magic fountain in the forest of Brocéliande. He defeats the defender of the fountain, Esclados le Ros, and in an effort to obtain a trophy of his victory he arguably acts in an un-chivalric manner by pursuing the mortally wounded knight to his castle. There he promptly falls in love with the knight’s widow, Laudine, whom he persuades to marry him through the ingenious help of her quick-witted hand-maiden Lunete, who is not unlike a more highly developed version of the hand-maiden in Guigemar. No sooner has the wedding taken place than Yvain is lured away to the tournaments by his best friend and fellow-Knight of the Round Table Gauvain (Gawain) and, heedless to the period of leave which his new wife has generously granted him, fails to return to her on time and is repudiated by her. Conflict between competing demands of chivalry has resulted in crisis, and a period of madness follows, with the hero retreating to a forest as a sort of wild man. Rescued by the Lady of Noroison and three maidens, he embarks on a series of adventures, six in all, before being reunited with his lady through a stratagem devised by Lunete in the manner of the ruse she had employed to arrange the marriage in the first place. It is in the course of his adventures that Yvain rescues a lion from combat with a serpent (dragon) and unexpectedly becomes beneficiary thereafter of its devoted service, so that when he has an incognito meeting with Laudine he identifies himself to her as The Knight of/with the Lion, a pseudonym which is instrumental in the stratagem which reunites them.


Problematic Features

1. Members of the fellowship of the Knights of the Round Table, such as Calogrenant and Kay, and indeed their king, Arthur, do not generally live up to the expectations that are created for them by the narrator’s preamble. Arthur’s court does not embody a chivalric ideal, either of morality, fellowship, or love. The dubious nobility of the knights who are instrumental in the directing of Yvain’s chivalric career -  Calogrenant, Kay, Gawain.

2. The themes of (a.) love and prowess, (b.) private pleasures v. public duties, and (c.) the couple and society, are problematic because they draw attention to the tension that exists within the concept of chivalry, between its various strands.

3. The chivalry of the Knights of the Round Table scrutinised and questioned.

4. The main interpretative problems of Yvain are related to its irony.

Echoes

5. Reflections and echoes in Yvain, and inversions of what would be expected:
Love, revenge, and nobility – the revenge of Amors (love) on Yvain (1339-406)


Visibility / Invisibility

6. The theme of visibility / invisibility: the character of Yvain and his moral probity:
Yvain’s imprisonment in Laudine’s castle (961-1541)


Love

7. Love as all too indiscriminate and apt to consort with low life (1399-406): this fits ill with the picture presented in the preamble.


Courtliness / Churlishness

8. Courtliness / churlishness – Calogrenant’s encounter with the forest herdsman (269-410)

Discord / Concord

9. The forest and the storm at the fountain (367-478; 777-811)


The Lion

10. The lion embodies a paradox: it was thought to be humble to the meek and fierce to the proud. In Yvain, the lion appears to have difficulty fulfilling its traditional role as ‘king of beasts’. It becomes Yvain’s companion (3341-3456).



Yvain’s Quests: For Revenge and for Love

11. The character of Yvain and the question of his nobility, courtliness and love:
Yvain’s two quests:
a. an overtly chivalric quest of revenge, requiring loyalty to kin and the exercise of physical prowess and moral judgement
b. a romantic, amatory quest requiring Yvain’s love, courtesy and loyalty to Laudine

The Revenge Quest

12. Yvain’s protestation of innocence at his first meeting with Laudine finds perhaps surprisingly easy acceptance from her, as she bids him tell her if he committed any misdemeanour, and, when asked in turn whether a man who defends himself victoriously against an aggressor does wrong, she replies (2007), ‘Not at all, if one takes the just view’.

The Love Quest

13. Yvain seeks, morally speaking, to marginalize his act of homicide, on which he must perforce depend for his claim that he will be an effective defender of Laudine’s fountain, which has become a pressing priority.

14. ‘For, in my view, a courtly man who is dead is still worth more than a living churl’ (31-32); the people ‘love and esteem the living man more than they ever did the dead’ (2171).

Rehabilitation

15. Yvain’s adventures after his period as a wild man
a. The process of Yvain’s rehabilitation
b. The question of the significance of the last two adventures – the liberation of the silkworkers at Pesme Aventure, and the settling of the inheritance dispute between two sisters, daughters of the Lord of Noire Espine.
i. Yvain’s moral and psychological recovery
ii. The question of depth, integrity and coherence in the character of Yvain, and the use of character to explore themes


Reconciliation

16. Reconciliation (rather than love) and entrapment of Laudine

Friendship

17. Yvain’s successful relationships are those of friendship:
c. Gawain – fellowship
d. The Lion
e. Lunete – stock romance character type, the clever maid, but stands out for her independence and initiative, and her participation in the significant theme of friendship


Is Yvain subversive of Arthurian Romance?

18. Yvain as a subversion of courtly love and romance?


The Seminar

(1) Read closely the narration of the single combat between Yvain and Esclados le Ros at the spring (pp. 305-306), which is the culmination of Yvain’s Revenge Quest. Consider whether the behaviour of Yvain in pursuing the mortally wounded Esclados le Ros to his castle is courtly, as the reader might expect of the eponymous knight hero of the romance. Consider, for example, the irony in Lunete’s words to Yvain (p. 307).

(2) Yvain’s other quest is a Love Quest. To what extent does the romantic love of Yvain for Laudine share qualities with the love of which Marie de France writes in her lais (for guidance, see the handout for the previous lecture)? In what ways do you think it diverges from that love? Read carefully the passages on pp. 309-12, especially the (ironic?) tone of the narrator’s digression on the lodging-places of Love, on p. 312, and the processes of persuasion and deliberation by which Laudine comes round to accepting Yvain’s love on pp. 312-320. Look especially carefully at the ‘reconciliation’ passage on p. 320. What in your view, is the relative weight given by Laudine to Yvain’s love and his prowess (his ability to defend Laudine’s fountain)? Finally look closely at the manner in which Yvain is reconciled to Laudine at the end of the story (pp. 376-80). How does this frustrate or overturn expectations of romance?

[bookmark: _GoBack](3) Analyse the entire plot of Yvain for conflict between the various strands of chivalry.



