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CSEN4006
Historicising Texts – Late Medieval Literature
How is the reader of Yvain encouraged by its narration and story to examine the concept of chivalry?

*****

[bookmark: _Hlk508540970]This essay will discuss how Chretien de Troy encourages the reader of ‘Yvain’, ‘The Knight with the Lion’[footnoteRef:1] , to examine the concept of chivalry using the narration and story he gives them. Following a brief definition of chivalry, I have chosen to look at three areas in detail; King Arthur’s Court at the beginning of the story, when he first sees Laudine to when she tells Laudine to fetch the knight who can save the spring, and the combat with Gawain. This allows a discussion covering many components of the concept of chivalry in depth, rather than skimming the whole story. Chivalry is the ‘medieval combination of qualities expected of an ideal knight; courage, honour, courtesy especially towards women, justice, and readiness to help the weak[footnoteRef:2]’.  [1:  Arthurian Romances: Chretian de Troyes, trans by D.D.R. Owen, (London: Everyman, 1993).]  [2:  Online Oxford Dictionary, available at < www.oxforddictionaries.com > accessed 11.03.2018.] 

Chretien presents the reader with ‘a multifocal presentation, exploiting irony, impersonation and a whole range of literary effects’[footnoteRef:3]. Throughout the story, de Troyes is writing ironically; the words he gives the narrators constantly undermining our expectations of what knights and their chivalric code are supposed to be.    [3:  Tony Hunt, Chretien de Troyes YVAIN, critical guides to French texts, (London: Grant & Cutler Ltd, 1986), p14.

] 

De Troyes, from the first paragraph of ‘Yvain’, has the reader examining the concept of chivalry. Knights behave well, gathering when summoned by the ladies of the court; love, the torments, sorrows and blessings of being part of the order are discussed; a powerful and thriving institution led by Arthur. Suddenly, the narrator jumps forward to his present declaring; ‘For those who used to love had a reputation for courtliness, integrity, generosity and honour; but now love is made a laughing stock;’ and, ‘For, in my view, a courtly man who is dead is still worth more than a living churl’. Then straight back to the court of Arthur, having given an indication of social rank and morality of knights, with an opposition between a courtly man and a churl; apparently setting the atmosphere for the rest of the story. It is unsettling and makes the reader wonder why he contrasts the two eras, is de Troyes deliberately misleading us as to what happens next[footnoteRef:4], perhaps it is not going to be about chivalry after all?  [4:  Tony Hunt, Chretien de Troyes YVAIN, critical guides to French texts, (London: Grant & Cutler Ltd, 1986), p24.] 

From line 42, expectations are challenged right through to line 776 where Yvain, probably a young ‘bacheler’[footnoteRef:5] leaves the court to avenge his cousin’s shame. Arthur’s court represented the highest level of society and their social norms, the behaviour of some of the knights, may lead the reader to believe its standards were not very stringent[footnoteRef:6]. [5:  Sandra Hindman, Sealed in Parchment, Rereadings of Knighthood in the Illuminated Manuscripts Of Chretien de Troyes, p50.]  [6:  Peter Haidu, Aesthetic Distance in Chretien de Troyes: Irony and Comedy in Cliges and Perceval, (Geneve: Librairie, 1968), p187.
] 

The great King Arthur offends the knights by retiring to his room, spends time with the Queen and then falls asleep, the courteous knights grumbling whilst waiting outside his room; he has put his private pleasure before his duty. Then Calogrenant starts a story that puts himself to shame. Even though Calogrenant is trying to make light of it, and maybe ingratiate himself with the audience of knights, the tale has no courage, honour, courtesy or justice in it. When the Queen arrives to hear the tale, there is a very frank discussion between the Queen, Kay and Calogrenant; Kay is particularly rude to the Queen, who reciprocates by calling him churlish, equating him with the lower classes of society, not of the court. This is a total reversal of what is expected of a chivalric story, all the characters lacking in the qualities required of them. 
Calogrenant precedes his tale by accusing some knights of being liars, belittling countrymen and exaggerating the difficulty of his quest. But then he is courteous to the vavasour at the Welsh Castle, before leering at his daughter, then back to courtesy in agreeing to visit on the way back from his quest. The reversals of the meeting of Calogrenant with the daughter of the castle leading to nothing, and a vavasour who has no visits from knights, is not usual for a chivalric story[footnoteRef:7], this makes the reader unsettled. [7:  Tony Hunt, Chretien de Troyes YVAIN, critical guides to French texts, (London: Grant & Cutler Ltd, 1986), p26.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk509833633]Calogrenant’s encounter with the herdsman reverses the role of the knight and herdsman; it is the knight who is churlish and the common man courteous whilst maintaining his place in the social hierarchy[footnoteRef:8]. The narrator is asking the reader to look at Calogrenant’s narrative, who is the more chivalrous? He carries on to the spring, and despite knowing what harm summoning the storm may do, he pours the water on the slab, his descriptions are full of hyperbole, including his admission of fear. The aftermath of the storm appears to be a religious experience; this destruction, storm, reconciliation sequence appears twice more in the story, each with different consequences. Again, it seems that the narrator is telling a different story to Calogrenant particularly with the arrival of Esglodos; the former is portrayed as an ineffectual knight, the latter as discourteous. Calogrenant tells us his opponent had the advantage of him, the reader must decide who is correct.  [8:  A Companion to CHRETIEN DE TROYES, ed. by Norris J. Lacy and Joan Tasker Grimbert, (Cambridge: D.S.Brewer, 2005), p159.
] 

Yvain states he wishes to avenge his cousin, the honourable way to bring justice to Esglodos; there is more uncourteous conversation between, Kay Yvain and the Queen before King Arthur reappears. Again, the narrator is comparing the presumed and actual behaviour of the court. After hearing the story, Arthur decides that within a fortnight he and all who wish to travel will make their way to see the spring and storm. Fearing if he does not get there first he won’t have the honour of combat, Yvain steals away from court on his own. This is discourteous to both the King and his fellow knights, Yvain appears egocentric and discourteous, or his behaviour may be prompted by compassion[footnoteRef:9]; the narrator makes no comment, leaving the reader to examine whether Yvain’s or the court’s behaviour is chivalric.  [9:  Z.P. Zaddy, Chretien Studies, (Glasgow: University of Glasgow Press, 1973), p75.
] 

Lines 1282-1841 in the story, take the reader from Lunete repaying Yvain for his courtesy at court in placing him by a small window, to Laudine urging her to send for Yvain from court. 
During this section of the story, the narrator shows Lunete rather than Yvain as the honourable, courteous, courageous player.  The narrator turns upside down the concept of female helplessness, the story does not acknowledge this; but, the narrator gives the impression of asking if she is the hero of these scenes, not Yvain. Lunete possesses all the masculine virtues of loyalty, independence, courtesy, manipulation and influencing Laudine[footnoteRef:10], lacking in Yvain during this section. [10:  A Companion to CHRETIEN DE TROYES, ed. by Norris J. Lacy and Joan Tasker Grimbert, (Cambridge: D.S.Brewer, 2005), p163.] 

Another opposition appears here, beauty – sorrow[footnoteRef:11]; the narrator’s emphasis on the grief of Laudine makes Yvain’s falling in love, and her rapid acceptance of a new husband more shocking. After Lunete leaves him, the story continues with an opposition of love - hate[footnoteRef:12], this is confusing for the reader. Yvain reaffirms that Kay is not particularly chivalric, the narrator has informed us; ‘If he (Yvain) has no conclusive evidence, then he is utterly shamed’ (l.1341). Yvain is more concerned for his own problem, lack of proof he killed Esglodos rather than the grief of Laudine, not very chivalrous. The story continues with Yvain declaring to himself he loves her, justifying the amorality of loving the widow of the knight he has murdered. He negates responsibility, by blaming love, as he has no control over it, he maintains the code of chivalry. Again, the narrator seems to invite the reader to examine the passage in greater depth (l.1346-l.1405); why is the justification Yvain uses so detailed? Does he know he is in the wrong and looking for an excuse? How can he be a Knight when he seems to be so selfish? [11:  Tony Hunt, Chretien de Troyes YVAIN, critical guides to French texts, (London: Grant & Cutler Ltd, 1986), p85.]  [12:  Ibid.] 

One of the required behaviours of Knights, was courteous behaviour particularly towards women [footnoteRef:13]; Yvain describes Laudine’s beauty in detail, but, only after he has belittled her, ‘because a woman has more than a thousand fancies’ (l.1432). There is also the juxtaposition of beauty/pain during his monologue; the more she inflicts pain on herself, the more he loves her, but it also hurts him – he is jealous of a dead man. Again, the narrator is encouraging the reader to question their concept of chivalry. These will change through the centuries but the way the story is told, readers of every era are forced to reconsider their opinions of the code. [13:  Online Oxford Dictionary, available at < www.oxforddictionaries.com > accessed 11.03.2018.
] 

After Laudine leaves the castle, Lunete again is shown as more deserving of the rank of knight than Yvain; she is organised, shrewd, and knows how to organise people. ‘When the people are all gathered outside in the streets, that’s when I shall go out, more honourably than by night (l.1583-l.1584); now the story lets us decide if he is vain, proud or honourable. Just as the reader may have decided how unknightly he is, they must reconsider what they believe in.   
The remaining lines of this section, build on the earlier possibility that Lunete is the hero of the episode; she persuades Laudine she needs a new husband to protect the spring by use of logic and knowledge of psychology, and keeps Yvain hidden. Conversely, Yvain grumbles like a stroppy teenager, and Laudine is discourteous to Lunete, whilst being very aware of her own reputation and name. Although not actually mentioned by the narrator, and no reference being made in the story; it is inferred that Lunete, who is on a lower social scale is the superior being.  More confusion for the reader, as the story continues to confound expectations towards believing in the code, then immediately changing direction. 
The last section runs from l.5991- l.6517, covering the combat with Gawain and the conclusion of the sister’s inheritance story. Yvain is now the ‘Knight with the Lion’, he is a battle-hardened knight who has done great deeds by slaying giants and rescuing maidens; a true knight, however, he is still estranged from Laudine.
Narration of the first four paragraphs confuses and intrigues the reader, there is no speech; but two oppositions of yes/no and love/hate are discussed in detail. It reads as if we must think carefully and concentrate, all the time examining the chivalric code. Two honourable knights, of equal prowess, perhaps fighting to the death; over what the King should have decided about earlier in the story. The text pushes us one way then the other, not really knowing what to think.
As Gawain and Yvain are unaware of the identity of the other, they fight as true knights; with courage, for justice and displaying the ultimate courtesy of championing the sisters.  Yvain has championed the younger sister through his compassion[footnoteRef:14], a knightly trait. Our narrator then flips it the other way to show the King’s lack of courage, in not wishing to ‘take the responsibility for making the peace since the elder sister is such a malevolent creature that she spurns it’ (l.6191-l.6192). He would rather let the knights die than face the older sister, but the narrator then flips back again.  Gawain and Yvain continue their fight with valour, until they are exhausted; then after praising the other’s bravery, Yvain suggests that they should declare a draw as they are too evenly matched for a winner to emerge. After much protestations over who should be the victor, both knights giving the victory to the other, courtesy and honour have triumphed. Finally, the King takes control, he will settle the dispute between the sisters, the code of chivalry is being adhered to once more. But as ever, another good/bad situation is delivered; he still does not command. The elder sister is threatened that if she does not share her property, ‘then things would go worse for you. But I shall be would be reluctant to say that’ (l.19). Finally, the narrator confuses for the last time in this section, by telling us, of course the King would never do such a thing. He only wishes to ensure the sisters are reconciled and have their fair share of the inherited land, it is exhausting to read.  [14:  Z.P. Zaddy, Chretien Studies, (Glasgow: University of Glasgow Press, 1973), p76.
] 

In conclusion, at this stage of the story, it seems almost impossible to believe any reader has not examined the concept of chivalry. Throughout the three sections discussed, as well as the rest of the story; de Troyes constantly generates an expectation in the reader and then moves the parameters somewhere else. 
De Troyes is subversive and ironic in his text; throughout there is a tension between the perceived code of chivalry and the actuality of it. Even after Yvain’s redemption and his fight with Gawain, the reader is still compelled to examine the concept of chivalry. Characters often have dual personalities, and once you have decided your version of them, it is flipped another way almost immediately. 
Hunt sums it up when he says ‘Chretien’s systematic undercutting of conventional expectations generates in the audience a discomfort and insecurity which can only be attenuated by a critical response to the scenes which unfold before its uncertain gaze’[footnoteRef:15].  [15:  Tony Hunt, Chretien de Troyes YVAIN, critical guides to French texts, (London: Grant & Cutler Ltd, 1986), p26.
] 

Chretien de Troyes text, keeps the reader examining the accepted concept of chivalry right through to the last moment, brilliant.

*****
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