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Comment on the following critical response to the representation of love relationships in Marie’s lais:

Character, fortune, and the ability to seize and manipulate opportunities interact in any love relationship. Devotion, loyalty, ingenuity, which transcend marital ties or social norms, provide the grounds for our sympathies with or condemnation of any of Marie’s lovers. 
(The Lais of Marie de France, trans. By Hanning and Ferrante, p.2.)
___________________________________________________________________________

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Lais of Marie de France explore the themes of love and how that love is represented in the context of the twelfth century. During the medieval period, writers experimented with the concept of literary creation, the idea of telling and re-telling versions of the ‘same’ stories over and over again. Logan E. Whalen suggests that “One can imagine that these episodes may have existed somewhere in past works before they were discovered by Marie”[footnoteRef:1]. This is important when considering how far I agree with Hanning and Ferrante’s statement, because it explains the construct of how a story is told. Therefore, readers will receive and be impacted by the storytelling differently and will have different responses to the values that are reflected or not reflected by the storyteller, author or narrator. Although these lais were written in the late twelfth century, it is important to consider how Marie’s courtly audience would have responded to Marie’s lovers in comparison to how far readers will sympathise or condemn Marie’s lovers in later centuries: “It is Marie’s intent to win over more admiring readers to her side, and to reach out to an audience beyond the immediate circle of medieval readers”[footnoteRef:2]. I shall be focusing this essay on the lais ‘Guigemar’, ‘Equitan’, and ‘Laüstic’, to explore how love relationships are represented in the different poems. [1:  Logan E. Whalen, Marie de France & the Poetics of Memory (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2008), p. 2]  [2:  Ashley Lee, “The Hind Episode in Marie De France’s Guigemar and Medieval Vernacular Poetics”, Neophilologus, Vol. 93 No. 2 (2008), pp. 191-200 <https://doi.org/10.1007/s11061-008-9112-1> ] 

In the medieval period, marriage was a popular topic in romance literature. Hanning and Ferrante say that “the ‘Renaissance of the Twelfth Century’ involved a ‘rediscovery of love as a literary subject’”[footnoteRef:3]. This rediscovery of love is separate from and conflicts the imperatives of dynastic marriage. Compared to dynastic marriage, this love may be adulterous, siding with the court of love rather than the court of law, which became supreme. Adulterous love was considered to be true love as it shows a more powerful and stronger connected love. Glyn Burgess suggests that “Marie concentrates in particular on the relationship between knights, either with or without land and power of their own, men of substance, who have the capacity to grant or deny the knights what they want. Their desires are usually focused on the love of a noble woman, married or unmarried, who is normally unable to control her own fate.”[footnoteRef:4] This has a focus of chivalry in the twelfth century as a starting point to how we should view the aspects of love in relationships.  [3:  Robert Hanning and Joan Ferrante, The Lais of Marie de France, trans. with an introduction and notes, by Robert Hanning and Joan Ferrante, (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1978), p. 1]  [4:  Glyn S. Burgess, The Lais Of Marie De France: Text and Context (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987)] 

The lais contain stereotypical character types, such as, knights and ladies, jealous old husbands, mal mariée’s and wise maids. The relationship of these characters to romance literature is significant because of the characteristics they possess, in terms of how they act in love relationships. One point of view is that Marie’s lovers, manipulate and use trickery in love, by exploiting their class status or their wealth to have power in the world of love. Each of Marie’s lais has an element of betrayal or falsity, however, there is a limit as to how far we should condemn the love when we consider the roles of the secondary characters outside of the relationship. For example, in Guigemar, it can be seen that the lady betrays her husband by accepting Guigemar as a guest, hiding his presence from her husband, and falling in love with him. However, because she is locked away by her husband, “for all old men are jealous and hate to be cuckolded”[footnoteRef:5], the lady is not used to having this free relationship with love. Therefore, she is in awe with this exciting and new form of love she is experiencing. The irony is that the old man locks her away so that she doesn’t cuckold him, yet she uses the small amount of power she has left to deceive him. Since the intention of love here is true, Marie and many of her courtly audience would have approved of this love relationship, it is the act of betrayal in the affair that concerns a more modern reader. This affair is also seen in Equitan with the spousal betrayal of Equitan and his seneschal’s wife, the lovers plot to kill the loyal seneschal which “was later to be the cause of their death”[footnoteRef:6]. The lady has a selfish desire to become Queen, because the difference in class between her husband and Equitan fascinates and excites her. The foundation of this relationship is not true love, but rather deceit and betrayal, in which both lovers have manipulated their power to get what they want. This story has a didactic function, “evil can easily rebound on he who seeks another's misfortune”[footnoteRef:7] showing that this is not a relationship Marie is asking the reader to sympathise with. Another example of manipulation is shown in Laüstic, where the spiteful husband manipulates his wife by killing the nightingale. He is deliberately “hurting his wife by maliciously destroying something that brought her joy”[footnoteRef:8]. This suggests an element of jealousy in that he cannot stand the fact that something other than himself is making her so happy.  [5:  Glyn S. Burgess and Keith Busby, The Lais Of Marie De France, 2nd ed (London: Penguin, 2003), p. 46]  [6:  Glyn S. Burgess and Keith Busby, p. 58]  [7:  Glyn S. Burgess and Keith Busby, p. 60]  [8:  Candace R. Houg, “Trickery and Betrayal in the Lais of Marie De France”, Medieval Perspectives, (2001), Vol. 16, pp. 50-62 <https://web-a-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/detail/detail?vid=2&sid=2b1e6113-e2f8-4bad-8af2-635f5374c90a%40sessionmgr4007&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=55697266&db=hus>
 [Accessed 20 March 2018].] 

An additional point of view is that Marie’s lovers are genuine and faithful. This means that the love shared is an ardent and passionate romantic love rather than love that is being controlled by one of the partners. For example, in Guigemar the lady’s “actions can be attributed to her curiosity and excitement about this handsome stranger as well as her physical desire for him”[footnoteRef:9]. The lady had been completely isolated by her jealous old husband, therefore it is only natural that she wanted to explore this desire to avoid staying lonely. The genuine and devoted love is recognised by the maiden who tells Guigemar that the lady shares his love, and that the maiden will help them to be joined. This shows that the intention is clearly one of real love, which is echoed in the lais with the images of the knot and chastity belt, that they cannot be untied by another, only the act of true love. The ending of the poem where Marie states “the lay of Guigemar, which is performed on harp and rote, was composed from the tale you have heard”[footnoteRef:10]. This emphasises the love because the harp is a well-known symbol of love in the form of lyrical art, poetry and music. In Laüstic the lovers share a simple and innocent love. They are kept apart by her husband, like in Guigemar, yet still remain faithful to each other as they keep up the tradition of looking at each other lovingly through the window. The love to a certain extent is encouraged by the lover’s fantasy of one another, the longing love they share from the sightings. After her husband kills the bird, she sends it with a servant to her beloved, to explain why she can no longer gaze from the window. The knight’s response to this dead nightingale when he is unaware of the actual significance of it shows his act of true love. He places the bird in a small, casket “of pure gold with fine stones, very precious and valuable”[footnoteRef:11], and keeps it with him always, as a symbol of their love. One possible interpretation is that the song of the nightingale represents poetry and song, or the power of imagination, and furthermore the story Marie tells. In this interpretation, the nightingale is a reminder of the power we have to create fantasy, but the dead nightingale shows how those fantasies cannot survive the forces of a cruel world. [9:  Candace R. Houg]  [10:  Glyn S. Burgess and Keith Busby, p. 55]  [11:  Glyn S. Burgess and Keith Busby, p. 96] 

Whether a reader would sympathise with or condemn Marie’s lovers clearly depends on the reader’s judgements which will vary as to the justice of the denouements of each tale. In Laüstic, the dead nightingale becomes a sad reminder of the lover’s dead relationship. There is a suggestion that readers should feel sympathy towards this love relationship because “Marie draws attention to her characters’ moral shortcomings by introducing a series of references to Ovid’s stories of … Philomela in the Metamorphoses.”[footnoteRef:12] In this tale, Philomela is silenced by having her tongue cut out, and in revenge she transforms into a nightingale. It is significant that in nature the female nightingales are mute, while only the male nightingales sing. This shows a patriarchal power that readers should disapprove of and therefore sympathise with the lovers whose love was cut down by a jealous husband. However, readers who strongly condemn any form of love relationship that is not a dynastic marriage, may agree that “although they receive no physical punishment, the wife and neighbour do suffer emotionally as a result of their secret affair and as a result of the woman's lie to her husband”[footnoteRef:13]. Similarly, in Guigemar the act of selfless love is approved of by Marie while she condemns selfish love. Guigemar is seen as heroic and chivalrous, however, he is also seen as cursed for not displaying interest in love, “Nature had done him such a grievous wrong”[footnoteRef:14] It can be argued that the reader should sympathise with him because he doesn’t choose not to love, which limits how far a reader can condemn his actions. Marie approves of the intentions of real love and sympathises with the lovers when the relationship dies, “real love interested her above all things; true lovers always had her sympathy”[footnoteRef:15]. However, in Equitan, the lovers are selfish and greedy, which the story’s conclusion punishes them by death. Candace R. Houg says that “Often in Marie's stories, adulterous relationships are excused from negative judgement because they are motivated by true love. Here, however, the affair is different. These are not true lovers, but a man motivated by lust and a woman motivated by prideful ambition”[footnoteRef:16]. This establishes a note of practicality, that not every relationship is true or pure and can be approved of. Therefore, it is difficult, if not impossible, to find a sympathising connection between the reader and the relationship in the poem. [12:  Sarah-Jane Murray, K., “Marie De France, Ethicist: Questioning Courtly Love in Laüstic”, Modern Philology, Vol. 109. No. 1 (2011), pp. 1-16 <https://web-a-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/detail/detail?vid=0&sid=b5a9baee-ad82-4acf-a5e4-19354182b539%40sessionmgr4007&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=66913151&db=hus> [Accessed 20 March 2018].]  [13:  Candace R. Houg]  [14:  Glyn S. Burgess and Keith Busby, p. 44]  [15:  S. Foster Damon, “Marie De France: Psychologist of Courtly Love”, PMLA, Vol. 44. No. 4 (1929), pp. 968-996 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/457705?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents> [Accessed 20 March 2018].]  [16:  Candace R. Houg] 

In conclusion, to a certain extent I agree with the statement by Hanning and Ferrante because there is often a tone of genuine love shared in the lais with a specific focus on chivalrous, romantic love in comparison to controlling love in particular by jealous old husbands. The true, although adulterous, love suggests an element of forgiveness and salvation, or the restoration of the love that was lost. Marie’s intention for true love to be sympathised with depicts a unified moral perspective on passion, which is less restrictive than dynastic marriage. However, it is uncertain as to how far the intention of true love, can provide sympathy for the lovers when there is a clear divide between the rediscovery of love and adulterous love. I think that this opinion resides with the reader, who has the opportunity to relate their personal experiences with the lais, and because “she addresses her future readers as much as her immediate audience”[footnoteRef:17] these opinions will change in later centuries. [17:  Ashley Lee] 
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