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			Chrétien de Troyes


			French clerk, poet and writer


			

					Born around 1135.


					Died around 1183.


					
Notable works:
	
Yvain, The Knight of the Lion (around 1177), novel


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


	
Perceval, or, The Story of the Grail (written between 1181 and 1190), unfinished 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 Champagne (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 sometime between 1177 and 1181 and Perceval, the Story of the Grail between 1181 and 1190, although this last story was left unfinished. The fact that these works were set in the world of the Knights of the Round Table 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.


		




		

			Lancelot, or, The Knight of the Cart


			Lancelot, Guinevere’s saviour


			

					
Genre: novel


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


					
1st edition: around 1177


					
Themes: chivalry, King Arthur, Guinevere, magic, Celtic myths, quests, exploits, love


			


			Lancelot, or, The Knight of the Cart was written around 1165, when Chrétien de Troyes was part of the court of Marie of Champagne. She is the one who suggested the source material. In the story, Lancelot, a Knight of the Round Table, goes off on a quest to free Guinevere, King Arthur’s wife, who he is madly in love with. To do so, he has to overcome many challenges, including riding a cart, a very shameful and dishonourable action for a knight.


			Lancelot, or, The Knight of the Cart is made up of 7112 lines of verse written in Old French, and mixes courtly love with Celtic legends. Chrétien keeps the protagonist’s identity shrouded in mystery until the middle of the story. The final 1000 lines of the work are credited to Godefroi de Leigni, a poet who lived in Champagne. 


		




		

			Summary 


			Episode I


			Meleagant, the son of King Bademagu, has kidnapped several of King Arthur’s subjects, including Queen Guinevere. He agrees to free them if a Knight of the Round Table defeats him in a duel. Seneschal Kay (in France, a seneschal was a great officer who commanded the army and enforced justice on behalf of the king) offers to fight, but he loses the duel. 


			Two knights, Lancelot and Gawain, then set off to free Guinevere. Since he has no horse, Lancelot is forced to ride a cart, a symbol of dishonour (at the time, carts were used as pillories, the posts where criminals were publicly humiliated), while Gawain follows him on horseback. 


			The two knights arrive at a castle, where a young woman gives them a warm welcome. During the night, Lancelot, who has chosen to sleep in the most luxurious bed in spite of his host’s warnings, is attacked by a flaming lance. This trial does not faze him, and he goes back to sleep the moment he has put out the fire. The next day, he catches sight of Guinevere from his window being led away by a tall knight. 


			Lancelot and Gawain set off in pursuit of the Queen. They meet a damsel on the way, who tells them of the two ways to reach the kingdom of Bademagu: the water-bridge or the sword-bridge. Gawain chooses the first bridge, and Lancelot the second bridge. On the way, Lancelot faces two obstacles: a knight who challenges him and a maiden who decides to travel with him and constantly makes advances towards him. 


			Episode II


			Lancelot and the young woman come to a spring, beside which they find Guinevere’s comb. Lancelot carefully takes the few hairs which have been left on it and places them near his heart. 


			After they set off again, they are stopped by one of the young woman’s suitors. She calls on Lancelot to protect her. A duel is just about to begin when the suitor’s father suddenly appears and stops his son. Lancelot and the young girl then carry on, accompanied by the suitor and his father. 
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