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Q. How is the reader of Yvain encouraged by its narration and story to examine the concept of chivalry?


A. In this essay I will be examining the concept of chivalry in Chrétien de Troyes’s Yvain. I will additionally evaluate the ways in which a reader of Yvain would be encouraged by its narration and story to examine the concept of chivalry in the tale, as well the role of chivalry in the Middle Ages.
	To begin, I will first comment upon the background of Yvain in order to provide context of the time in which Chrétien was writing. Chrétien wrote his Romances in the mid-to-late twelfth century, with his birth estimated to be around 1140, and his death c.1200.[footnoteRef:1] Due to the time in which he was writing, Chrétien’s Romances would have probably been influenced by the medieval court, of which he had a significant part of as court poet. During his tenure as court poet, Chrétien would have been aware of chivalric ideals, and it is believed that Chrétien based much of his Romances upon this chivalry, as he would mingle the glorification of the knights at court “with a note of irony” in his Romances.[footnoteRef:2] Indeed, this ironic view of courtliness is a recurring theme throughout Yvain, with chivalry considered almost as a ‘laughing-stock’ (Yvain: 32), with every knightly character lacking in certain noble characteristics. As such, it would be wise for a reader encouraged to examine the chivalry of Yvain to first consider the context of which it was written, in order to gain an understanding of the role of chivalry in the medieval court. [1:  Chrétien (de Troyes)., ‘Introduction’ in The Complete Romances of Chrétien de Troyes (Indiana University Press: 1990) p. 9]  [2:  Jackson. W.H., ‘Aspects of Knighthood in Hartmann’s Adaptations of Chrétien’s Romances and in the Social Context’ in Chrétien de Troyes and the German Middle Ages: Papers from an International Symposium, ed. by Martin H. Jones and Roy Albert Wisbey (Boydell & Brewer, 1993), p. 51] 

Chivalry was the “exclusive code of ideas and behaviour” that medieval knights had a duty to maintain in order to enjoy great reputation.[footnoteRef:3] Certain qualities of the chivalric code are established in the preamble of Yvain, with emphasis placed upon a reputation for “courtliness, integrity, generosity and honour” (Yvain: 31). Typically, chivalry falls under three strands, the ‘Heraldic’, ‘Didactic’ and the ‘Romantic’ strands. The first of these, the ‘Heraldic’ strand, primarily focuses upon the maintaining of one’s loyalty to one’s family, or to his brethren. This concept of fellowship became synonymous with knightlihood and chivalry during the Middle Ages, as is reflected not only by the Knights of the Round Table in Chrétien’s Arthurian Romances, but also in other Arthurian romances, such as Malory’s ‘Le Morte Darthur’. Whilst there is a sense of fellowship in Yvain, Chrétien implies that brotherhood is not always valued or maintained, as is shown by Sir Kay’s repetitive mocking of Yvain, as well as Yvain’s apparent eagerness to attack Sir Gawain, “wishing to do him harm and injury” (Yvain: 6086), until their identities are revealed. Additionally, this lack of brotherhood is also implied through Yvain’s anxiety that the knights would not believe his quest for revenge for his cousin Calogrenant, unless he provides the head of Esclados le Ros, suggesting that the knights are wary of deceit even within their most intimate circles. It seems that Yvain prizes familial honour above his duty as a knight, as is shown by his Revenge Quest that circulates around the restoration of Yvain’s familial reputation. Chrétien perhaps intentionally wrote Yvain to be eager to begin his Revenge Quest, almost in a show of prowess, which only exemplifies his “extreme pride and ambition”.[footnoteRef:4] In short, it seems that Yvain cares little about the collective reputation of the Knights of the Round Table, but rather only about avenging Calogrenant and restoring his familial reputation. [3:  Rudorff, R., Knights and the Age of Chivalry (New York: Viking Press, 1974)]  [4:  Priestley, Adele, ‘The Knight of the Lion’ in “Failures of Chivalry and Love in Chrétien de Troyes” (2014). Honors Thesis. Paper 717. p.47] 

The second of the chivalric strands, the ‘Didactic’ strand, was the duty a knight had to God. Whilst this devotion is not particularly explicit in Yvain, there was much emphasis during the Middle Ages on the role religion played in chivalry, particularly in the case of the Templars (whose emergence in 1119 made them almost contemporary to Chrétien) who defended the Christian faith. It is quite plausible that Chrétien mirrored this idea of religious duty in one of his other Romances, ‘The Story of the Grail’ of which tells of the quest for the Holy Grail.[footnoteRef:5] Readers who are encouraged to examine the ideas of chivalry in Chrétien’s Yvain may find it useful to consult his other Romances to see how the portrayals of chivalry compare, drawing particular attention to religious imagery. Another point that perhaps could link with the Didactic strand, is that of the biblical exegesis of the lion whom Yvain befriends. One could argue that the lion represents the symbol of Christ, as that was the “most common symbolic meaning” of the lion during the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:6] Additionally, the lion was frequently depicted in medieval heraldry bearing the cross.[footnoteRef:7] As such, lions became almost synonymous with knighthood, with the bravest of knights referred to as ‘lionhearted’. It would be of value to a reader examining the portrayal of chivalry in Yvain to perhaps consider instances of chivalry in other medieval literature, such as the Lais of Marie de France, in order to compare it with the portrayal of courtliness in Yvain. [5:  Chrétien (de Troyes)., ‘The Story of the Grail’ in The Complete Romances of Chrétien de Troyes (Indiana University Press: 1990) p. 339-450]  [6:  Lacy, N. J., ‘Objects and Symbols’ in The Craft of Chrétien de Troyes: An Essay on Narrative Art (Brill Archive: 1980) p. 18]  [7:  Steffler, A.W., ‘Lion’ in Symbols of the Christian Faith (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing: 2002) p. 15] 

The final strand of the chivalric code was the ‘Romance’ strand, which emphasised a knight’s loyalty to the protection of women. Three women are stated by name in Yvain – Queen Guinevere, Lunete and Laudine, Yvain’s love interest. It is important to note that not one of these characters are homogeneous, and that all play a proactive role in the tale, a trope uncommon in medieval literature. Lunete in particular embodies a relative degree of strength in her own right, and also has the ability to manipulate and influence the outcome of events however she wants.[footnoteRef:8] As such, Lunete fails to fit the stereotypical medieval maiden stock-character and instead is “hardly touched by courtly idealism”, suggesting that chivalry is of little importance to Lunete.[footnoteRef:9] It could be considered that this is yet another instance of the failure of chivalry in Yvain, for it is almost as though Chétien purposefully created Lunete as an independent character in order to emphasise the weakness of the male knights. Another way in which chivalry is fragmented in Yvain, is the way in which women are viewed with suspicion. Yvain begins with the knights’ suspicion of Guinevere’s influence over King Arthur, with the knights described as being “very offended” (Yvain: 43) that King Arthur retired early with his wife. The fact that the knights are questioning their own queen, of whom they have a duty to respect, is clearly another breach of their chivalry. However, we must remember that Chrétien was writing in a patriarchal time, and thus perhaps contemporaries would have thought little of the disrespect towards Guinevere. Perhaps a reader examining the portrayal of chivalry in Yvain would find it useful to consider the context of women in the medieval court whilst examining the Romance strand of chivalry. [8:  Germain, Ellen, ‘Lunete, Women and Power in Chrétien’s Yvain’, Romance Quarterly, Vol. 38, No. 1 (1991), pp. 15-25]  [9:    Muscatine, C., ‘The Courtly Tradition - Realism in Romance’ in Chaucer and the French Tradition: A Study in Style and Meaning (University of California Press: 1957) p. 47] 

It is perhaps ironic that the preamble of Yvain explicitly establishes the chivalric ideals in which the knights were expected to follow; that they should be “honourable and courtly”. Not only does Yvain fail to embody these ideals, but as do the other knights of King Arthur’s court, including the king himself. For example, Sir Kay is described as “extremely abusive, wickedly sarcastic” (Yvain: 69) as well as “churlish” by Queen Guinevere (Yvain: 96). Sir Calogrenant is churlish also, and there is a paradoxical moment when his chivalry is compared to the forest herdsman. Whilst Calogrenant is depicted as a handsome warrior, the herdsman’s ugliness is ‘quite indescribable” (Yvain: 293), yet it is the herdsman who is more courteous than Calogrenant. This paradox would have no doubt gone against medieval ideals of the handsome, chivalric knight and the ugly, churlish beast, something of which Chrétien may have intended to exemplify. Perhaps Chrétien purposely depicted Yvain and the knights in a way that they are a subversion of courtly ideals, in order to bring light to the “unsatisfactory standards adhered to by Arthur’s court”.[footnoteRef:10] It is quite plausible that Chrétien’s ironic way in which he presented the Arthurian court was intentional, with his main motivation to purposefully undermine the chivalric world in which he lived in. [10:    Renée L. Curtis, ‘The Perception of Chivalric Ideal in Chrétien de Troyes’s “Yvain”’, Arthurian Interpretations, Vol. 3, No. 2 (Spring 1989), pp.1-22] 

And there are yet more instances in which the chivalry of Yvain is depicted as a failure. For example, the paradoxical theme of visibility in Yvain suggests that Yvain is lacking in courage, and that he cannot defend himself in the typical chivalric manner. This questions Yvain’s morals and identity as a knight, for it is evident that Yvain’s invisibility is synonymous with his cowardice, a trait not recognised as chivalric. In the preamble, Chrétien writes that “a courtly man who is dead is still worth more than a living churl” (Yvain: 31). Whilst this suggests that the Arthurian knight is prized above all others, by the end of the tale we recognise that this role is reversed, and that Yvain instead embodies a churl.  Another way of depicting Yvain’s lack of chivalry is through his dependence on the lion, who represents certain qualities in which Yvain is lacking, such as strength and fierceness, traits that were held in high-esteem during the Middle Ages. As such, by exploring the traits associated with chivalry in the Middle Ages, a reader examining the role of chivalry in Yvain would perhaps arrive at the conclusion that Yvain is almost lacking entirely in traits considered chivalric.
However, despite the multiple problematic ways in which chivalry is presented in Yvain, there are also a few instances in which chivalry is maintained. For example, after the defeat of Esclados la Ros, Yvain is described as “very noble” (Yvain: 1818) by Laudine. It seems that Laudine’s attraction to Yvain is based entirely on his chivalry and prowess, despite the fact that he had defeated her husband. Readers examining the role of chivalry in Yvain should also consider that perhaps Chrétien intentionally based the marital union of Laudine and Yvain upon romance, instead of politics as was custom in the Middle Ages, implying that love and chivalry are tropes that are strongly apparent in Yvain. And perhaps the most significant point that we must remember was that, despite King Arthur and his court failing to live-up to the chivalric ideals, many (both medieval and modern readers) consider Arthur to be an exemplar of courtliness.
In my opinion, I agree with the notion that Yvain is a subversion of chivalry, due to the fact that Yvain goes against the majority of the chivalric ideals set out in the preamble. Additionally, it is not only Yvain who fails to embody the chivalric ideals, but so do the rest of King Arthur’s court. Female characters play a proactive role in the tale, defying the medieval stereotype of a weak, helpless stock-character. However, despite this, I do believe that there are instances in Yvain in which chivalry is maintained, as in the case of Yvain’s quests, where his sense of adventure could represent his prowess and strength. For the most part, however, Yvain is a tale of irony, going against both contemporary and modern understandings of chivalry, and thus considered as a tale depicting the failure of chivalry, rather than an example of courtliness.
To conclude, the concept of chivalry in Yvain is subjective depending on how the reader interprets the story. It is rather difficult to interpret Yvain, for Chrétien’s repeated use of irony makes it difficult to arrive at a conclusion - for example, one reader may believe that Yvain embodies chivalric ideals, whilst others may perceive him to be a failure of courtliness. A reader of Yvain would certainly be encouraged to examine the role of chivalry not only in this tale, but also in other works by Chrétien de Troyes, as well as contextually in the Middle Ages, before determining how chivalry is portrayed in Yvain. 
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