YONEC!
Marie de France, translated Judith P. Shoaf ©1993

Now I've taken up the making of lais,

| wont lay it down, though heavy it weighs.
Adventures I've known in my time,

| will retel them dl in rhyme.

I've been thinking, and wanting too

Totel thetale of Yonec” to you:

Whence his birth, how his father

Firgt came vigting his mother--

His name who begot Y onec

Was, properly, Muldumarec.

Long ago in Britain there thrived

A rich old man, antique, long-lived.

His power in Cagrwent was never denied,
They cdled him lord in that countryside.
Caerwent's on theriver Dudlas,

Once deep enough for shipsto pass.

Into old age thislord had passed.

In order to make hisfortuneslag,
Hetook awife to get children, heirs
After him, dl thiswould be theirs.
High-born was this noble maid,

Wise, wedll-mannered, and lovely indeed,
When to the rich man they gave her.

For her loveliness he loved her--

Her beauty and sweetness roused his ardor,
S0 he planned carefully how to guard her.
Helocked her up in atower, alone,

In my opinion, the darkest of al the lais, the one that most invites a Freudian scalpd. The
account of the lady's strange voyage to her lover's city is uniquein the Lais; its surred beauty seemsto
touch athread of irrationa but profound meaning.

? In the Harley manuscript the nameis spelled Y uuenec and Iwenec, aswell as Yonec. Itisa
diminutive of Yvain (Owen), an important name in Arthurian literature. In Lanval Ywain is mentioned as
Gawain's cousin (the son of King Urien and Arthur’ shdf-sster Morgan le Fay). In Chretien's Grail
Sory, thereisayoung squire a Arthur’s court named Y onez/Y vonet (=Y onec), who helps Perceva to
am himsdf.



In abig room paved with stone®

He had an elderly sder,

Widowed, a Mrs. with no Migter,

He put her in there with hiswife,

To hold her to arighteous life.

Other women were there, | presume,
Somewhere in a separate room,

But the lady never said even "How do you do?"
Unless the old woman told her to.

He kept her there more than seven years--
They never did engender heirs,

From that tower she didn't descend

Not for ardative, not for afriend.

When the lord came to deep with her,

No vaet nor any porter

Dared to enter the tower room,

Or light acandle in the gloom.

The lady lived in sorrow and pain;

With weeping, Sghing, wesping again,

*The situation of the lady, locked in atower, recalsfirst of dl the classica story of Danee,
locked by her father in a brazen tower to prevent her concelving a child, but visted by Jove who begets
Perseus. Ovid in his Amores says of this story:

S nunguam Danaen habuisset aeneaturris
non esset Danae de Jove facta parens.

(If the bronze tower had never held Danae, Danae would not have been made a parent by
Jove.)

It dso recalsthefary tde of Rapunzel, whose earliest verson was written down in French as
"Pergnette" by Charlotte-Rose de Caumont de la Force, around 1698. In the fairy tale, of coursg, it is
the old lady (the witch), not a husband, who locks the girl up; when her lover is discovered, he legps
from the tower and blinds himsdlf on thorn-bushes, and Rapunzd is banished to a"desert” to bear his
offspring (twins), until their eventud reunion. The legp from the tower and the mangling of the prince are
both present in Yonec. Another tale which may haveits sourcein Yonec or some andogueisthe
Comtesse dAulnoy's L'oiseau bleu, in which acrud sepmother locks agirl in atower where sheis
vidgted by her erstwhile lover, who has been changed to a bird by a separate spell. Findly, one should
consder the story of St. Barbara, who was locked in atower by her father because she refused to
marry, but entertained and was fed by divine messengers until it was time for the next phase of her
martyrdom.



Shelogt her beauty, asalady would

Who didn't care if she looked good.

For hersdf, the best wish she could make her
Was for swift death to come soon and take her.

It was the month of April; spring

Set those little birds to sing.

Thelord arose in early morning,

Dressed himsdlf to go out hunting.

He roused up, too, the old woman

To lock the door tight behind him.

He gave the order, sheld obey;

The lord and his men rode away.

The old woman took her psalm-book aong,
And st mumbling David's song.

The lady lay awvake in digtress,

Now she picked out the sun's brightness.
She saw the old woman had gone

Out and left her dl done.

She began to sigh and complain;

Her weeping began dl over again:

"Aladl | was born on an evil day!

Hard and crud ismy destiny!

Thistower isa prison for me,

And only death will sat mefree,

What's he afraid of, that jealous

Old man, kegping mein this fortress?
Hesafool, crazy, dways afrad
Somehow, somewhere, helll be betrayed.
| can't even go to church

To hear Mass, do God's works.

If I was able to tak with people,

Go out, enjoy those pleasures peaceable,
I'd be so sweet to him, so good,

Evenif | wasn't in the mood.

A curse on my family

And on dl those, collectively,

Who gave this jed ous man my hand,
Gave me his body for husband!

| pull and pull--naught comes of it:

| wish and wish, but he wont die of it.
Instead of his being baptized,

In Hell's river his boat capszed!



His anews are tough, his veins tough,
The blood that fills them's dive enough....

"Often I've heard the tale told

How people found, in days of old,

In this same land, adventures bright,

The sad redeemed, the wronged made right.
A knight might find amaiden-lover
Sweet and fair, by thinking of her;*
Ladies could find lovers who

Were handsome, gentle, vaiant, true--
Nor were they blamed for such affairs:
They done ever saw ther lovers.

If this can be--if it did happen -

If this ever came to any womarn--

God, who have power over dl,

Please hear, please answer now my cal!”

When sheld spoken this sad word,
She picked out the shadow of agreat bird
Through a narrow window. She
Didn't know what it might be.

It entered her room flying--

Jesses on its feet--a hawk it seemed,
Moulted five or Sx timesinitslife

It settled there, in front of the wife.
After it had rested aminute,

And she'd closdy inspected it,

It became a knight, handsome, gentle.
The lady thought this was a marve--
Her blood stirred and began to race.
In her fear she hid her face.

The knight was gentle, courteous,

“This couplet is dlearly areference to Lanval, which Marie must have aready written. This i
serves as a pendant to Lanval: in each, alondy young person falsinto areverie which turnsinto an
encounter with amagica lover, who can be evoked at will but who imposes a rule of absolute discretion
which is eventudly broken. For Lanvd, thereis no find tragedy; his lady comesto save him from
accusations of treason, and he returns with her to Avaon, fairyland. For the woman in Yonec, her
reunion with her lover isfar more terrible; he dies, she must return pregnant to her crud husband, and
eventualy her own death is occasioned by his.



He addressed her, spesking firgt, thus:
"Lady," he said, "Fear ye not, no!®

The hawk's agentle bird, you know;
Though how and why remain amysery,
Stll, you see that you may trust me,

And take me for your friend, your dear.
For this”" hesaid, "l came here.

I've loved you for along time now.

In my heart | yearned for you. | vow,

| never loved any woman but you,

Nor will love any other; I'll be true.

Still, I couldn't come here where you are,
Or come forth out of my own land

Unless you had made that prayer.

Now at last | can be your friend!”

The lady was now reassured;

She uncovered her head and spoke aword
In response to what the knight asked of her;
She told him she would make him her lover
If he believed in God above;

This would make possble their love.

For his beauty was very greet:

*Muldumarec's first appearance is disturbingly reminiscent of St. Luke's account of the Angelic
Sdutation: "Fear ye not." The rdigious footing on which his relationship with the lady is established is
disturbing, and surely meant to be so; the reception of Corpus Christi, the “body of Christ” under the
form of bread, by the bird-man under the form of the lady, is a strange mix of
fary-tde and religious physics. Medieva |ove- poetry sometimes parodies, blagphemoudy, rdligious
language; even the song from the Carmina Burana (included at the end of Carl Orff's version) borrows
from the angd's words to Mary:

Ave, formosssma
Blancheflor et Helena....

Onethinks dso of Boccaccio's gory in which alustful monk, Frate Alberto, convinces a gullible wife
that he isthe Angd Gabrid, in love with her (4th day, 2nd ta€). Since Gabrid's words (or the
accompanying bird-figure of the Holy Spirit) can be seen as the means by which the Virgin Mary
becomes pregnant, Gabrid's sexua potency is easily turned into ajoke. But Mari€'s version of the
impregnating angel seems to be quite serious, not a parody at dl; the notion that Muldumarec was
indeed sent by God to this poor woman, who needs his love, is presented in dead seriousness. It isasif
hewerein fact the invention of a sexua hunger tinged with rdigious passion -the fantasy of awoman
who has read too many saints lives, too many commentaries on the Song of Songs.



Never in her life, early nor late,

Had she seen a knight so handsome,
Nor will she ever, in daysto come.
"Lady," he said, "How well you speak!
Not for anything would | wresk

That wrong, be your occasion of Sin--
The guilt, the doubt, the suspicion.

| firmly believe in the Crestor,

Who freed us from that sad state where
Wed been thrust by Adam our father
When he bit that apple bitter;

Heis and was and will be ever

Light and life to each poor snner.

If my word you cannot credit,

Ask for your chaplain to vigt;

Say youve asuddeniill, an allment;
For this you want the sacrament
Which God established in thisworld
So that we sinners may be heded.
Then I'll take on your form and face,
Receive Chrigt's body in your place.
And so that you'll have no more need
To doubt me, I'll say my whole Creed."
She approved of what held said.

He lay beside her on her bed,

But he didn't want to caress her,

Nor embrace her yet, nor kiss her.

Just then the old woman came home,
Found the lady awake in her room,
Told her it wastime sherose,

Wanted to bring in the day's clothes.
The lady said she had some disease--
They'd better go dert her priedt,

And tell him to cometo her, quick,
She feared death, she was so sick.
The old woman said, "Wdll, suffer avay!
My lord has gone to the woods today,
And no-one but me will comein herel”
The lady felt aterrible fear;

She faked afaint, and there she lay.
The old woman saw thiswith dismay.
She unlocked the door and ran



Off to find the good chaplain.

Soon as he could, the priest came, swiftly,
Bringing with him Cor pus Christi.

The knight received the sacred bread,
Drank wine from the chdice in her steed.
Now the good chaplain is gone;

The old woman locks up the door again.

The lady lies beside her dear;

Y ou never saw such alovely pair.

When they've laughed and played enough,
And told each other their hearts truth,
The knight takes his leave of hisdame
To go back to hisown land, as he came.
Swestly, softly she makes her prayer
That hell return often to see her.

"Lady," he sad, "whenit's your plessure!
| wont let dip asingle chance;

But in your wishing find some measure,
Or dseour ruin you'l advance;

That old woman's atraitor, dl right;
Shelll spy on us both day and night.
Shelll learn of the love between us,

And tell her lord how she's seen us.

If it al happensas|'ve sad,

And we are indeed betrayed,

| will never be ableto fly

Away again, except to die.”

With this he goes, the lovers part,
She'sleft done with ajoyful heart.

Next day she gets up, not at al sck.

She was s0 happy al that week.

She learned she has a precious body,
And sherecovers dl her beauty.

Now sheredly prefersto exist

Home done--other pleasures aren't missed.
She longs often to see her knight

And take from him her own ddlight.

As so0n as her husband leaves the tower,
Night or day, late or early the hour,

She has dl she could want of her love.
Long may shergoice, please God above!



Because of the joy in which she moved,
From seeing so often the man she loved,
Her form and face were quite renewed.
Her husband was ady man, shrewd;

In his heart he knew that she

Had changed from what she used to be;
He begins to doubt his sgter.

One day he beginsto ask her,

Isn't it amarvel how

Hiswife just lovesto dress up now?

He wonders why this might be so.

The old woman says she doesn't know--
No-one can have speech or sight of her,
And she has no friend or lover.
Therésjust one thing: she's gladder when she
Is left done than she used to be.
Thissmdl change iswhat she's spied.
To this the husband has replied:

"By fath," he says, "I believe you!

Now here's something you must do:

In the morning, I'll rise early,

And, when you've shut the door behind me,
Y ou must pretend to go outside;

Leave her lying in bed by hersdf.

But redly, secretly, you'll hide

Some place you can see by stedlth
Where this comes from, what it might be,
That's making my lady so happy.”

They parted, agreed upon their plans.
Alad They arein evil hands,

The couple for whom sheliesin walt--
They'll be deceived, yes, and betrayed!

In three days, as | heard the story,

The husband pretended to go on ajourney.
For hiswife, this story he fed her:

The King has sent for him by |etter.

Hell return asfast as he can, for sure.

He leaves the room and shuts the door.

So the old woman got out of bed;

Right there, behind the curtain, she hid.
Sheld hear and see, hidden so

Everything she wanted to know.



Wide awake under her bedcover,
The lady's longing for her lover.

He comes--he doesn't hesitate--

He's not an hour or amoment late.
They make each other happy now,

By what their words and faces show,
Until it'stimeto rise for the day--
Now he must be on hisway.

The old woman's watching. She spies
How he comesin, then away heflies.
Indeed, she fears and fedls the shock
Of seeing him firgt man, then hawk.
When the lord returned to his abode
(For he hadn't gone far down the road)
The old woman explained aright

All the truth about the knight,

And in deep thought he iswrapt.

He orders: the knight will be trapped®
And killed by deceits hiswits

Devise. He has them forge iron spits,
Tips clad with stedl; never razor

In thisworld was ever sharper.

When he has had these made,

Forked and toothed on every side,
He has them fixed around the window,
Fastened tight in close-set row,

Just where the knight passesin

When he comesto hislady friend.
Dear God! Why can't he know the treason
Prepared againgt him by thisfeon?

Next day, early in the morn,

The husband gets up before dawn,
And announces he's hunting today.
The old woman sees him on hisway,
Then back on her bed shelies,

To deep; the sun hasyet to rise.
The lady's awake, aert to await

The man sheloves with loyd faith;

® The trap set by the husband for Muldumarec recalls the traps set by the husband in Laustic. In
both lais Marie dwells on the complex physical congtructions meant to snare the bird.



He could come to her now, she says,
And be with her in peace and ease;
As soon as she's prayed such

A prayer he comes, nor delays much;
He comes flying through the window,
But the spits are fixed there now;

One pierces his body, deep;

Scarlet blood beginsto seep.
Knowing thiswound is his doom,
Freed of the spike, he enters her room.
He dights on the bed beside the lady,
So that her sheets are al bloody.

She sees the blood and the awful gash.
Anguish makes her white as ash.
Hetdls her, "My sweet love, my friend,
Your loves brought my lifeto itsend.

| told you it would happen thus.

Y our form and face have dain us."
Hearing this, she fainted and fell;

She seemed dead for a short spell.
Sweetly he offers her comfort:

Her sorrow and pain aren't worth

It: by him her pregnancy’s begun;

Shelll bear his strong and vaiant son.
This child will hed her ache and shame.
Shelll seethat Yonec is his name.
Someday hewill kill hisand her
Enemy, be their avenger.

The knight cannot stay with her longer,
For the wound's bleeding is stronger.
Sadly, sadly, avay he goes.

But, with agresat cry, shefollows.

She gets out through a window--
It'samiracle she's not killed below,
For the wall was twenty feet deep
Right there where she made her leap.
Adgde from her shift she was nude

As she st hersdlf to track the blood
Which from the wounded knight was flowing
To mark a path for her going.

She followed this road; it wound
Along until it came to amound.

There was an entrance to this hill;



All around the door she saw the spill

Of blood, but could see nothing farther.
Then she thought she knew her lover
Had passed thisway and gone in here.
She entered, too, this place of fear.
Within, she found no spark of light,

Y et she followed the road aright

Until she came forth from the mound
Where lovely meadows spread around.
The grass here was soaked with blood--
Her fears returned now in full flood.
Acrossthefiedd she followed the trace.
There was a city near that place

All enclosed by agrest wall.

No house there, or tower or hall
Seemed made of anything but silver;
Rich was the work of the city's builder.
Marshes lay at the town's edges,

And the forests and the neat hedges.
Near to the castle, on the other side,
All around flowed ariver wide,

Where boats and ships could dock and anchor;
Three hundred sails--more--crowd the bank there.
The lower gate is quite unclosed--

Into the town the lady goes

Stll following the blood, fresh red;
Through town and to the keep it led.
No-one spoke to her, no-one;

She saw no living man nor womean.

She came to the paace courtyard;

The stones were bloody, soaked and smeared.
She entered alovely room in the keep
And found aknight there, fast adeep;
She went on, not knowing him,

Into another, larger room;

A bed, nothing more, cameto light,
And, upon it, adeeping knight.

She's passed through this and come
Into athird greet fine room,

And here she finds her lover's bed.

Of purest gold is the bedstead;

| couldn't guess the bedclothes value;
Candlegticks and chanddliers, too,



Kept aflame both night and day,
Areworth acity's treasury.

The moment that she caught asight

Of him, she recognized the knight.
Swift and fearful, she goes toward him.
In afaint she fdls athwart him.

Her lover takes her inloving ams,
Criesout a how fortune harms

Them both. When her faint has passed,
He comforts her swestly, at last.

"My lovey love, by God! Hear my pleal
Leavethisplace! You mugt fleg!

| will die before daybreak,

And here there will be such heartache,
Theat if my people found you here,
They would torture you, my desr;

My people know what you have cost me--
That it'sfor your love they've lost me.

| ache with worry for you."

"My love" she says, "l implore you,
I'd much rather die here with you,
Than suffer what my husband will do;
Hell kill meif I return.”

The knight can answer this concern.
He gives her alittlering,

And teaches her to use the thing:
Aslong as she keepsiit safe, shelll see
Her lord will have no memory

Of anything that has just passed;

For this she won't be harrassed.

He gives her and commends his sword
To her, forbids her with a strong word
Ever to yidd it to any man;

She must keep it for his son's hand.
When he shdl be strong, full-grown,

A vdiant knight, worth some renown,
To somefedtivd shell go,

Her husband and her son in tow.

They will come to an abbey;

They'll see atomb, hear someone say
How he'sdying dl over again,

And how wrongly he's been dain.
Then she must give him the sword;



He must be told then, word for word,
The adventure of hisbirth, hisfather's name.
They'll see how he makes hisclam.
When he'stold her dl this,

Hegives her arich sk dress,

Which he commands her to wesr;

Then he sends her away from there.
With thering, then, she goes,

And the sword to comfort her woes.
She's passed the city gate and door,
And gone hdf aleague, no more,
When she hears the tolling bells,
Mourning cries from the castle hals.

In her sorrow at hearing these chimes
Shefdlsinto afant four times.

When she findly comes around,

She makes her way to the mound,
Enters, passes through to the other side,
And finds hersdf back in her own countryside.
Together with her husband, her lord,
She dwelt for many a day afterward,
And never did he bring an accusation,
Insult or mock her for what sheld done.
Their son was born;” they did al to rear
Him safe and well; they held him de=r.
They gave him Y onec for aname;
No-one could find in thet domain

A man s0 handsome, so vaorous,

So worthy, libera, generous.

When his age was right,

They dubbed him aknight.

After his knighting, that very same year,
What happened--listen now and you'll hear!

At the Feast of Saint Aaron,
Which was cdlebrated at Caerleon
(Aswdl as a many another town),

" Marigstext cals Yonec the son of the lady and her husband, "their son," "his son." This
intengfies akind of Oedipd family romancein thefind lines of the la: the boy must suddenly kill the man
he has known dl hislife as a generous and loving father, on behdf of his mother and an exatic, better
and nobler, "true’ father whose existence she has only just now remembered.



A formal order had been sent down
To the lord to go there with his friends,
As the country's custom demands.

He brought dong hiswife and son;
Rich were his clothes and caparison.
It'stimeto go, and they go,

But where they're going they don't know.
They took aong with them alad,

Who led them dong down the right road,
Till they cameto acadletdl,
Inthisworld the fairest of dl.

Within the castle stood an abbey
Where deeply piousfolkslive and pray.
The boy got rooms there for them dl
(Ther young guide to the festivd).

In the abbot's own chamber

They were served well, and with honor.
They go to hear Mass the next day,
Then they're ready to be on their way.
The abbot comes to have his say:

He begs them to prolong their say;

Hell show them his dormitory,

His chapter-house, his refectory.

Since their lodgings are of the best,
The lord gladly grantsthis request.

Later, when they'd finished dining,

They set out to tour the buildings.

First they come to the chapter room;
There they found a huge tomb

Draped with silk on which stitched whedls rolled,
And banded across with expensive gold.
At the head, the feet, to left and right,
Were candles, twenty, burning bright.
The candlesticks were of the purest
Gold, the censers of amethyst

In which thet day they burned incense
Around the tomb, in reverence.

They inquired now, their demand

Of the natives of that land

Was, whose tomb this might be?

What man lay there so honorably?

Now their tears began to fall,



And weeping they began their tale,

That thiswas the very best knight,
Strongest, proudest, firg in afight,
Handsomest, most loved, most worthy of love
Of any born here under heaven above.
"He was the king of this country--

Never was any lord so courtly.

At Caerwent he had been taken,

For alady'slove hewas dan.

Since then we've never had alord;
Rather have we awaited some word

Of his son, begotten on that lady;

He commanded usto be ready."

Having heard dl this narration,

The lady caled out loud to her son:
"Dear s0n," she said, "Do you hear

How God Himsdf has led us here?
Here lies your own father, whom
Thisvile old man murdered, in this tomb.
Thissword | give you was his before you;
| have kept it along time for you."
Everyone heard, as she taught him

Who his father was, how he begot him,
How he used to come to her,

How her husband committed murder;
She told the truth; then on the tomb
Shefdl fainting in a swoon.

In her faint, she passed on;

She never spoke again to anyone.

When her son saw that she was dead,
He took off his stepfather's head.

So with the sword of his father

He avenged the pain of his mother.
Everyone in the city soon knew

All that had happened, true as true.
They took the lady with great honor
And laid her there beside her lover.
They made Y onec their lord, there and then,
And afterwards went home again.

Some who heard this adventure told
Made alai, when the tae was dready old,
Of pity, of sorrow, of pain, of



All they once suffered for their love®

8 Marie frequently spesks of the composition of alai, alyric of some kind commemorating an
historical event; Chaitivel and Chevrefoil arein fact her descriptions of the origins of such songs.
Dolores Frese has pointed out that Y onec may be the one case where the lyric lai on which Mari€'s
narrative lay was based has survived: the Middle English Corpus Chrigti Caral (from MS Balliol 354)
may be Maries lyric source. Certainly it is striking that Marie incorporates the Latin phrase Corpus
Chridti into her own gory. Thisis the entire Carol (may=maiden):

Lully, lullay, [ully, lullay,
The faucon hath borne my make away.

He bare him up, he bare him down,
He bare him into an orchard brown.

In that orchard ther was an hdl
That was hanged with purple and pall.

And in that hall there was a bed:
It was hanged with gold so red.

And in that bed ther lith aknight,
His woundes bleeding by day and night.

By that beddes sde ther knedeth amay,
And she weepeth both night and day.

And by that beddes side ther standeth a stoon:
Corpus Chrigti writen theron.



