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			Chrétien de Troyes

			French poet

			
					Born around 1135.

					Died around 1183.

					Notable works:	Erec and Enide (around 1170), novel

	Lancelot, or, The Knight of the Cart (around 1177-1181), novel

	Perceval, or, The Story of the Grail (written between 1181 and 1190), novel




			

			Chrétien de Troyes was born in the 12th century. Over time, he has become one of the major figures of medieval literature. A clerk by training, he served at the court of his patroness Marie of France (around 1174-1204) before joining the Count of Flanders, Philip of Alsace (1143-1191).

			He is known primarily for his talents as a novelist: he wrote Erec and Enide around 1170, Cligès around 1176, Yvain, The Knight of the Lion around 1177, Lancelot, or, The Knight of the Cart around 1177-1181 and Perceval, or, The Story of the Grail between 1181 and 1190, although the story was left unfinished. The fact that these works were set in the universe of King Arthur’s knights contributed to their incredible success and played a part in the popularisation of a genre which was previously relatively unknown. He also adapted the myths of Ovid (Latin poet, 43 BC-AD 17/18) and composed two courtly songs.

		


		
			Yvain, The Knight of the Lion

			One of the first books of French literature

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Chrétien de Troyes (1914) Yvain, The Knight of the Lion. Trans. Comfort, W.W. London: Everyman’s Library. 

					1st edition: 1177

					Themes: quest, bravery, Brittany, love, honour, knights

			

			Yvain, The Knight of the Lion is a novel in octosyllabic verse which was published around 1177 and recounts the adventures of Yvain. Through the main character, who is anchored in the Arthurian universe, Chrétien develops the idea of a knight who is always in search of quests to prove his bravery, but does not hesitate to help the weak when the situation calls for it. The lion in the tale symbolises his athleticism and moral uprightness. However, he cannot find a way to unite honour and love, and has to work hard to amend this failing. 

			The originality of the treatment of the novel’s themes and its incredible legacy make it an essential work of French literature from the Middle Ages. 

		


		
			Summary

			King Arthur has summoned his court to celebrate Pentecost. When the party is in full swing, he is called by the queen to her quarters. He stays with her for so long that he falls asleep. Outside the room, some knights, including Gawain, Yvain and the seneschal Kay, are listening to Yvain’s cousin, Calogrenant, tell them a shameful story about something that happened to him. Seven years ago, while on a quest, he met a strange, primitive-looking man who guarded bulls, who told him that there was a clearing with a magical fountain in the heart of the forest of Broceliande. According to the man, the water from this fountain could create a powerful storm if a small amount of it was poured on the stone beside it. Intrigued, Calogrenant went to find the fountain and, after following the strange man’s advice, set off a disaster. Immediately after this, a knight arrived and challenged him, claiming that his property had been damaged by the storm. After receiving a thorough thrashing, Calogrenant returned to Arthur’s court, pretending to be mad in order to avoid dishonour.

			Because of their shared blood, Yvain decides to avenge Calogrenant. At the same time, Arthur, who is told the story by the queen, plans to go and see this marvel with his own eyes. Yvain has no desire to travel with the king, who plans to leave in two weeks’ time, and so he sets off immediately to find this marvellous place. He reaches it and sets off a storm. The knight appears once again and challenges him, but Yvain manages to defeat him, mortally wounding him in the process. After giving chase to his fleeing adversary, Yvain is trapped and imprisoned in his castle. 

			Just when he seems close to death, Yvain receives the unexpected help of Lunete, the servant of the vanquished knight’s wife. She gives him a ring with the power to make its wearer invisible. This allows the knight to avoid the mob of villagers who have come to avenge their lord, who has since died. However, this experience leaves its mark on Yvain: he falls in love with the lady of the castle, who we later learn is the Laudine de Landuc. With Yvain unwilling to come up with a way to court her, Lunete thinks up a plan for him to gain the Lady’s favour, and the two are eventually married. 

			Some time later, Arthur arrives at the bubbling fountain and sets off another storm. Yvain, who is now the lord of the castle, challenges the king, who permits Kay to fight on his behalf. Yvain easily defeats the seneschal, after which he tells Arthur who he is and what happened to him. They head for the castle, where a great feast is organised. During the banquet, Gawain reproaches Yvain for giving all his attention to his wife at the expense of his valour: he suggests that he go to the tournament with him to re-establish his reputation. The Laudine de Landuc agrees on one condition: that he return to the castle in a year’s time. Yvain accepts this request and leaves with Gawain. He wins many jousts, to the point where he forgets the promise he made to his wife. When he realises what he has done, a year and a half has already passed. A messenger from his wife comes to tell him that their relationship is over. 

			This news drives Yvain mad. He begins to live naked in the woods and survives only thanks to a kindly hermit. One day, while he is asleep in a thicket, a servant recognises him. She manages to cure his madness thanks to a magical ointment from her mistress, the lady of Noroison. While he recovers in his benefactor’s lands, they are attacked by Count Alier. Yvain takes up arms, defeats him, and then leaves. On the way, he saves a lion from a serpent, and the animal decides to become his travelling companion. 

			In the clearing, Yvain laments the poor decisions he has made and, after repeatedly reproaching himself, falls unconscious. His sword falls into his scabbard and injures him. The lion, seeing its master’s blood, takes hold of the weapon and moves to commit suicide. However, Yvain eventually comes to, and the lion reconsiders. The knight’s lamentations were heard by Lunete, who has been locked up not far away after being blamed for Yvain’s slight towards his wife. She has been sentenced to death at the stake. She asks him for his aid, because the only way to escape her punishment is to find a knight to defend her from three of her accusers. Yvain agrees to help her. He spends the night at the castle of a lord who welcomes him honourably in spite of the misfortune he will soon experience: a giant by the name of Harpin of the Mountain will come the next day to kill his four sons if he does not give him his daughter. Yvain, calling himself the Knight with the Lion, confronts and kills the giant with the help of his beast. He then saves Lunete from the stake at the very last minute by defeating the three people who have wrongly accused her. His work done, he leaves once again. 

			He is gravely injured by the battle, and is healed by the daughters of the lord of the Noire Espine, who takes him in. When the lord dies, the older daughter tries to steal her younger sister’s inheritance. The quarrel is brought to King Arthur. Arthur, after finding out that the elder sister has managed to obtain the support of Gawain, entreats the younger woman to find someone to defend her within 40 days. She therefore leaves to search for someone called the Knight with the Lion. She finds him thanks to Lunette and manages to convince him to help her, and the two head for Arthur’s court. On the way, they take refuge in the castle of Pesme Avanture for the night. Yvain and the sister discover hundreds of girls who are exploited by two diabolical devils. They are trapped in the castle, and are saved only thanks to the valour of the knight, who destroys the wicked pair. The deadline of the quarrel fast approaching, Yvain and the youngest sister ride quickly for King Arthur’s castle. 

			Once they arrive, the two sisters both present their case. A combat begins between Gawain and Yvain which lasts until dusk, without any victor emerging. After putting an end to the duel, Arthur forces the older sister to return the part of the inheritance her sibling is entitled to. 

			A few days later, Yvain goes to the boiling fountain and sets off a storm. The Laudine de Landuc believes she is done for, since her castle is no longer protected, but Lunete manages to reconcile the couple thanks to her quick thinking. The two once again begin to live together.

		


		
			Character study

			Yvain

			Yvain is the main character of the novel and is introduced by Chrétien as a valiant and courteous knight from King Arthur’s court. He is the son of King Urien and the cousin of Calogrenant, who inspired him to begin his quest. 

			From the very first pages of the story, it is clear that Yvain is a very stubborn character: he is so focused on carrying out his task that he loses all ability to reflect (the author even describes him as a “madman”, p. 36) and is trapped by his opponent. However, even when imprisoned and afraid, his only wish is to track down his enemy. This stubbornness is also evident when he first meets the Laudine de Landuc: the knight falls in love with her and declares that he is prepared to do anything for her love. 

			His madness and the loss of his wife gradually lead him to change his attitude: he becomes melancholy and altruistic. Calling himself the “Knight with the Lion” to hide his identity and shame, Yvain starts down the path of redemption, prompted by the lion, which becomes his symbol: we then see him come to the aid of many people in need, and he never hesitates to accept other quests, even if they distract him from the one he is focused on (for example, the episodes of Harpin of the Mountain and of the castle of Pesme Avanture). However, he is tormented by the memory of his failure, and systematically refuses all forms of recognition and glory (“I should not dare, until I knew certainly that I had regained my lady's good-will”, p. 55). 

			However, it is his prowess coupled with his humility which allows him to win back the heart of his beloved and become the perfect knight. 

			The Laudine de Landuc

			The Laudine de Landuc is originally the wife of the protector of the fountain, who is killed by Yvain. She is an example of the romantic interest common to Chrétien’s novels: as a rule, this character is a high-ranking woman who, while at first unattainable, is seduced by the protagonist’s knightly prowess and agrees to marry him. 

			However, one trait sets her apart from this stereotype: her indecisiveness. Indeed, she does not make her two decisions about Yvain, the first about marriage and the second about his return, entirely independently. Although she tends to lean towards refusal, she always ends up completely changing her opinion under pressure or as a result of Lunete’s craftiness. Another example of her inability to make decisions can be seen when Yvain comes to the fountain for the last time: while the lady is lamenting over what she believes is her end, Lunete shows her that she actually has nothing to fear. 

			She is therefore a character who has no control over events, but is simply affected by them. 

			Lunete

			Lunete is the Laudine de Landuc’s servant and serves as an intermediary between the hero and the different characters in the story:

			
					She serves as a go-between for the hero and the hostile environment of the castle in which he is imprisoned. She saves him by giving him her magic ring, feeds him, washes him, clothes him, and so on.

					Her craftiness is the reason Yvain and the Laudine de Landuc meet and fall in love. 

					Thanks to her valuable counsel, the younger daughter of the Noire Espine manages to find Yvain in time to bring him to Arthur. 

					Finally, she and her craftiness allow the Knight with the Lion and the Laudine de Landuc to reconcile.

			

			The lion

			The lion is an important character; he is the “symbolic core of the novel”1. Indeed, after being saved by Yvain during a violent battle against a fire-breathing serpent, the lion stays by the knight’s side. A very strong relationship then develops between the two protagonists: the two now only fight by each other’s sides and one always saves the life of the other. Yvain becomes invincible, defeating every adversary he faces thanks to the beast. The lion helps him to cure his madness and find the path to glory, honour, forgiveness and marital love. With him by his side, Yvain becomes the Knight with the Lion and gradually wins back his humanity. The lion symbolises courage, nobility and strength and transmits these qualities to the knight during the combats that they face together. 

			However, he also showcases Yvain’s weaknesses, since the knight seems incapable of winning battles without the help of his partner. Indeed, the only battle which Yvain fights without the lion is the one against Gawain – since he goes off to fight without waking up his friend, who is in a deep sleep – which has no victor. However, without Yvain, the lion might not have defeated the serpent. These two characters are therefore tightly linked and cannot develop in a positive manner in their universe without one another. 





			1 This quotation has been translated by BrightSummaries.com.
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