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FAIRE LADIES RE-IMAGINED: FEMALE
CHARACTERS IN GUY GAVRIEL KAY’S
A SONG FOR ARBONNE

In her article on George R.R. Martin/s Song of Ice and Fir&hiloh R.
Caroll observes that medievalist fantasy tends to “confaritmaditional gender
roles and favor masculine activities over feminmes” because “proponents of
these gender roles within fantasy literature artheg women in the Middle
Ages were restricted to certain activities and tfeices, and thus the same
must be true of women in fantasyThis attitude has been forsaken by some
authors who produced feminist-oriented versionsnafdieval narratives, a
prime example being Marion Bradley Zimmer, with Adre Mists of Avalgn
which offers a famous retelling of the Arthuriaigémd from the perspective of
marginalized female characters, and presents Mugg@iorgan le Fay) as a
priestess trying to preserve the matriarchal Ceitilt’. Frequently, however,
medievalist fantasy authors still struggle to mwiimta balance between
preserving the appearance of medieval authentiity creating active female
characters that contemporary readers might redat®ne strategy, examined by

1 sh. R. Caroll“You Ought to be in Skirts and Me in Mail”; Gendand History in George
R.R. Martin’'s A Song of Ice and Firm: “A Song of Ice and Fire” and the Medieval Literary
Tradition, ed. B. Blaszkiewicz, Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytétlarszawskiego, 2014,
p. 247.

2 The strategy employed by Zimmer and several oféwerale writers, coined by Crosby
“magical storytelling”, can be seen as a form oftimg against patriarchal narratives in an at-
tempt to produce a change in the reader’s peraepfiboth past and present. For a more detailed
analysis, see Janice C. CrosBguldron of Change. Feminist Spirituality in Fantaskiction,
Jefferson, North Carolina and London: McFarland & @any, Inc., Publishers, 1962, pp. 30-70.
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Jane Tolmie, is tracking the narrative paths of imeal texts in search of strong
female Brynhildr-type protagonists to transfer thiemo contemporary fantasy
novels that perpetuate the myth of an exceptionaian who overcomes
universal obstacles of female disenfranchisement:

In many contemporary fantasy novels, much as inymmadieval sagas and ro-
mances, literary heroines remain at their best wisng above external condi-
tions that are against them in gender-based waysy @iress up as men to escape
restraints on their freedom, run away from abuéatkers, escape unwanted mar-
riages, avoid, avert or survive rape, or take upsar

These strong women achieve their goals and mamafmde their desti-
nies as they wish, but they operate within an @gspatriarchal system unfa-
vourable to female activity in general, and whHeyt can be seen as extraordi-
nary exceptions to the rule, the dominant ideologyains unchanged by their
daring exploits.

Guy Gavriel Kay’s tactics i\ Song for Arbonngs to pick a more female-
centred period of the Middle Ages as his startiognpand to weave the story
from cultural threads different from those appraf@d by most fantasy writers.
Thus, in this particular novel Kay is less inteeglsin the tradition of heroic epic
andchanson de gestavouring masculine military heroism, and moreoitite
culture of twelfth-century Provence, with its tradwour poetry and the
discourse of courtly love, which results M Song for Arbonndeaturing a
whole range of re-imagined medieval ‘faire ladiegho actively participate in
the action and yet do not assume typically malestol

The concept of courtly love seems to be well-eihbtl in the popular
imagination, and evokes a number of connotatioms év readers who are not
acquainted with medieval troubadour poetry or dhivaromance. It is,
however, necessary to note that the temmour courtoispractically does not
feature in the twelfth century, the period it isiaky linked with, when it was
usually referred to as “honest love” (Latemour honestysor “refined love”
(Langue d’'Oc:fin amou). In fact, the phrase “courtly love” was used fhe
first time six hundred years later, in 1833 to lecjse, by Gaston Patito

3 J. Tolmie, Medievalism and the Fantasy Herojn&ournal of Gender Studies” 2006,
(15.02), p. 148.

4 Lacking access to the original article, | haveided to follow two scholars of different
critical backgrounds, both of whom frequently reffeParis’s text and provide a strikingly similar
account of his ideas. See: J. C. Mooi@otirtly Love”: A Problem of TerminologyJournal of
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describe the love relationship between Lancelot@uoihevere on the basis of a
single tale by Chrétien de Troyes, titledncelot ou le chevalier de la charrete
(Lancelot or the Knight of the Carta. 1178-80). Referring to this text only,
Paris provided a highly influential definition obuartly love, which he sees as
an illegitimate and furtive extramarital relatiofshin which a male lover,
inferior and insecure, often showing physical syonpg of suffering for love,
must serve and gain the affection of his lady, pesor, idealised and
whimsical one, by undergoing many tests to progecburage and dedication to
her. Love in this definition is a sort of sciencelart, subject to highly codified
rules of proper behaviour, like chivalry in genefBhis paradigm of tentatively
reversed gender hierarchy, often placing a womathénposition of a feudal
lord, whose wishes and caprices must be fulfileavin ‘deserved recompense’
or ‘sweet reward’ (usually understood as recipredaiffection, sexual favour
or social advancement/renown), informs a varietynafratives, mainly trou-
badour love songscénsg, courtly romances, and Andreas Capellanus
Amoreor De arte honeste amandhe twelfth-century text which has been seen
for a long time as a serious treatise with prataécivice for lovers, but is now
more often viewed as an ironic and humorous sclyotatercise in medieval
argumentation.

Nevertheless, there are two major problems wits thibdel. Firstly, it
assumes the presence of one global concept oflgdove which was devel-
oped by all authors in all possible genres, whiehspective is challenged by
W.T.H. Jackson, who writes:

The mood of love in theanzonis quite different from that in thelba and the love
of Parzival for Condwiramurs has no resemblancéh&d of Tristan for Isolde.
Married love is important and indeed sacredEiec as it is inParzival and
Willehalm No one conception of love will cover all the t&das between the
sexes in medieval lyric and epic, and it is unpadifie to seek for such a definition,
especially if we regard this love as a spirituabeen an intellectual phenomenon

Secondly, the question of origins and factors #ficing the concept of
courtly love has been hotly debated, and as atréseillterm, as some claim,
may mean virtually anything, the list of such pb#sinterpretations including:

the History of Ideas” 1979, (4), pp. 621-632 and&e BurnsCourtly Love: Who Needs It? Re-
cent Feminist Work in the Medieval French Tradititigns” 2001, (27.1), pp. 23-57.

SW.T.H. JacksonThe Challenge of the Medieval Text: Studies in GanrelInterpretation,
New York: Columbia University Press, 1985, p. 4.
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“infantile, sophisticated, narcissistic, chivalrpuyslayful, genuine, fictional,
carnal, spiritual, Ovidian, Arabist, Catharist, “Fevwraultian”, blasphemous,
natural, unnatural, adulterous, and chdst&s for the role of women in the
discourse of courtly love, some see their elevatiothe position of feudal lord
as resulting from social change that put a growinghber of noble ladies in
charge of aristocratic households when their husbambarked on crusades;
others claim that a woman “disappears” from thestes a subject and becomes
merely an object of male competition for social autement and domination.
More recent feminist studies focus on the voicdroibaritz (female trouba-
dours) and examine the heroines abfanson de toille(sewing songs), who
frequently “forge successful love scenarios thattdfee mutual and shared
pleasure®. Such resourcefulness is also attributed to thmeites ofThe Lais of
Marie de Francea collection of late twelfth-century narrativegmas written by
a female poet, whose lays represent both unfudfil@d fulfilled, adulterous
and conjugal relationships.

In A Song for Arbonn&ay reconstructs the concept of courtly love as an
underlying principle of the socio-political make-op Arbonne, a wealthy and
tolerant country ruled by a woman, in which Riarime female goddess, is
worshipped as equal to Corannos, the male god. dtetry is under threat of
invasion from its neighbour, Gorhaut, operating rast only patriarchal but
openly misogynist principles. In short, Arbonnedse destroyed because of its
religion, its values, and its women, whose presémgmlitical and social life is
perceived as an intolerable aberration to the ticawdilly sanctioned order of
things. Importantly, the danger comes not from sawi, supernatural, or
otherworldly power, as is the case in most secogndarld fantasy novels, but
from a militant, warrior culture and irrational feaf women. To complicate the
plot further, Arbonne is plagued by an internal fionbetween its two most
powerful dukes, whose mutual hatred started soneatywyears before over a
woman, when one of them fell in love with and sestlithe wife of the other.

5 Th. Tinkle, Medieval Venuses and Cupids: Sexuality, Hermeneutius English Poetry,
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1996, p. 10

" E. Jane Burnourtly Love...p. 47.

8 Although the scope of this article does not allsvta examine this issue in detail, the
conflict has been interpreted as the crusade &ag#ies Cathar cult, even if it needs to be
acknowledged that the particulars of the Cathardyesbow little resemblance to the principles of
Arbonne. See: N. Labrousse-Marcha\,Song for Arbonne: de-romantisized fantaByight
Weavings: the Worlds of G. Gavriel Kay. The Autlzed Website. http://www.brightweavings.
com/scholarship/ nath_arbonne.htm [30.11.2015]
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The story, delineated in the prologue, roughlydet Paris’s model but
reveals a few alterations important for Kay’'s tekhe heroine is Aelis, an
heiress to Arbonne, given through a political nage like a reward to Duke
Utre, a man of power she does not love. Her masitte does not prevent her
from falling for Bertran, a younger son of a powétrd and a troubadour in
one, who sings of his love for her. Rather thanvdlig herself to be praised at
a distance, as a troubadoudsnnashould, Aelis co-operates in planning and
acting out a fake kidnapping to consummate hetiogiship with Bertran in a
wood cabin. A troubadour song as an aphrodisigoasioral setting for the
romance, a male lover who verbally puts himselfhat mercy of his beloved,
uncertain if he will receive his ‘sweet reward’ e far the narrative has been
quite safely anchored within the context of troutnad lyrics and courtly
romances. There is a twist to the story, howeverit @ontinues beyond the
point medieval narratives typically go. Aelis coives an out-of-wedlock child
and dies in childbirth, but just before her deailt, of revenge, she reveals the
identity of her son. The child does not survivet, ibis unclear whether it died a
natural death or was murdered by Utre. It is alsknown at this point that a
twin baby girl was born and hidden. Aelis hersalfdepicted quite ambig-
uously: as a woman who follows her passion, fuljage of its consequences
for herself, Utre, and Bertran; and yet not concgrat all with the future
political implications of her personal revenge fabonne. Torn between love
and hatred, “she was not a woman to accept herdatgork within walls built
to house hef"and thus occupies a paradoxical position of bothnistress of
her own fate and a victim of the society in whidlistacratic women are a
valuable currency on the marriage market.

The prologue has been summarised here as it perfarfiew important
functions. Firstly, it introduces the primary redgined medieval lady, Aelis,
who diverges from the romance model of ideal woraiat serves as an absent
foil character to all other females in the novedc@dly, it reworks the courtly
love paradigm to include woman’s desire and acfivesuit of sexual fulfil-
ment. Thirdly, it heralds several themes and mdtfg. an extramarital rela-
tionship, a kidnapping, an out-of-wedlock childattwill reappear in the main
narrative made up of a few subplots that are iately interlaced with one
another in a manner once more reminiscent of matiiearrative techniqué%

° G. Gavriel KayA Song for Arbonne_ondon: Harper Voyager, 2011, p. 258.
19 The compositional device of interlacement, assediatith medieval chivalric romance,
relies on narrating the adventures of a numbehafacters as if simultaneously, with the narrator
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but enriched with the more contemporary practice sbffting character-
focalisation. ConsequentlyA Song for Arbonnds a structurally complex
narrative with different voices and perspectiveseftdly orchestrated to pro-
duce meaning.

Most generally, the women of Arbonne seem to beppaa with only one
of the medieval female virtues, i.e. beauty — dhasbbedience, and silence
being clearly considered of lesser importance. dot,fto emphasise this
divergence from the medieval ideal of femininityey are repeatedly referred to
as “impossible”. Far from remaining passive, theg aot merely objects of
desire and male rivalry. In terms of the structafghe novel they are much
more than narrative points around which the aatilves, and yet all of them
are defined through their relationship with the engirotagonist, Blaise de
Garsenc, a politically important sellsword from Gaut, paradoxically needed
to save Arbonne from his own homeland. Serving paragon of the masculine
values of honour and chivalry, Blaise becomes atpivpoint in changing
constellations of women around him. On the one hahdrefore, female
characters bear an important function in the dgraknt of both the protagonist
and the plot, but on the other, they are equipp&l wnough psychological
motivation to be appealing to contemporary tastes.

Arbonne’s ruler and chief political player, parthyodelled on the historical
figure of Eleanor of Acquitaine, is Signe, a motfigure and a widow now,
who “defined and shaped both the purpose and th¥ af courtly love. Being
the only woman in the story to enjoy a marriagevhich love, sex and politics
went together, she saw the model of courtly lova aafe vent for male desire,
having a pragmatic purpose of binding love-strickernights to herself, her
husband and Arbonne, and thus allowing the sot@éefunction properly. With
the new queen of the Court of Love, Ariane, who leagpto be Signe’s niece
with different personal experiences, the paradigas been redefined, with

seemingly discarding one subplot in favour of aegtlonly to come back to it later in the narra-
tive. However, the goal here is not simply to cgestispense, but also to build meaningful links
between different sections in terms of themes, fsiatic. that are dealt with at different levels of
the narrative. Thus the beginning of the romantenoforeshadows its outcome, while particular
adventures of the hero must be seen through hées attiventures. Commenting upon this narra-
tive technique, Eugéne Vinaver observes that inievedl chivalric romance “character has no
existence outside destiny, and destiny means theecgence of simultaneously developed the-
mes, now separated, now coming together, variddsyyehronized, so that every moment of this
carefully planned design remains charged with esludehe past and premonitions of the future”
(The Rise of Romanc®xford: Clarendon, 1971, p. 92).
11G. Gavriel KayA Song...p. 67.
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troubadours “writing and saying now that it wasbited, in bad taste if not
actually impossible, for a wife to love her husbamtat true love had to run
freely from choices made willingly, and marriageultbnever be a matter of
such free choice for men or women in the society tknew™? Similarly to
Aelis, Ariane, whose husband is gay, cannot fintdsktion in marriage;
unlike Aelis, however, she understands the politizaplications of an
aristocratic marriage. For Ariane, who actively sues the man she desires and
yet understands her social and political role, kb feature of courtly love is
discretion, as it allows her to find love and datition in a world in which men
and women are not free to choose their partnensuhigerstanding of love and
sex is very contemporary, based on freedom of ehdie equality of partners,
mutual respect, and giving and taking. Her relafop with Blaise, informed
with all these values, is set as an ideal impossibl achieve in the present
circumstances, when women are “coinage in a garsastfes and nations”
Such idealization is evidently absent from Blaid@ésson with Lucianna
Delonghi, a fictionalized Lucrezia Borgia, whose negynhaunts the protag-
onist until he meets Ariane. Lucianna is presermtedn archetypal seducer, a
sexual predator, impossible for a man to resisndfehe knows he will be
wounded. Her actions are shown as extreme: shetienty active in relation-
ships, but dominant, selfish, and manipulative ngdier physical attractiveness
and sexual allure as tools in the game for powmd, feequently compared to a
glittery jewel, she tantalizes and teases, butn@sajd the troubadours observes,
“she is not for having”, as she destroys those fatlan love with her, becom-
ing the embodiment of “the dark side of the godtfésaVhereas Lucianna,
exercising absolute control over their relationskspBlaise’s unhealthy obses-
sion, Rosala, his brother’s wife back in Gorhautlasvngraded to the position
of a woman of no importance. Their one-night standa stormy night is an
instrumental act of revenge for both of them: Heesawhat ‘belongs’ to his
brother, and she gives herself to him to ‘get pakbéor being treated as a
chattel in misogynist Gorhaut. Apart from a tempypnalease of sexual tension,
neither of them can really derive any satisfacfimm this exchange. And yet,
once again the story from the prologue is re-worke€Rosala conceives a child.
This variation initially appears as a crippled atalvngraded version of the
original account—there are no lofty ideals, no eéamatl involvement

12 |bidem, p. 231.
13 |bidem, p. 237.
14 |bidem, p. 228.
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whatsoever, only instrumental sex. Still, Rosalavpsoto be underestimated by
Blaise, who knows nothing about women at this poiiten she demonstrates
personal courage, acute intelligence and politiasightfulness. Having fled

Gorhaut to seek refuge in Arbonne, she refusetatotpe role of passive victim

and takes action to protect herself and her soheorown instead of waiting to

be rescued by a knight who would never arrive. AsdRo forges her own

destiny, she proves that female resourcefulnest, itsith no assistance on the
part of a man, might provide a way out of the ttggattern of the prologue.

All the women Blaise meets throughout the narrativieether erotically or
not, he meets for a reason. As a knight inheritechfchivalric romance and
reworked to fit a surprisingly woman-centred guastasy, he must accomplish
a mission, i.e. save Arbonne from dangerAl8ong for Arbonndiowever Kay
plays not only with the conventions of medievalratives, but also with those
of portal-quest fantasies, in which the protagente taken from one world
and thrown into another. In narratives underpinnét these principles,

the reader enters the secondary world in the inimampany of a protagonist to
whom it is equally unfamiliar; as the charactemrsaabout the secondary world,
the reader learns too, sharing the character'shisstment, inquisitiveness, and
gradually increasing ability to feel at hothe

The portal here is not a wardrobe through which ocae travel from a
realistic world to Narnia, but the culture of Gauhand Arbonne are rendered
as two completely different worlds. Consequently,i®laa stranger raised in
the warrior tradition of Gorhaut, appears as at@emrbonne as protagonists
who are transported from our world to the worldthé fairies. While the
secondary world of the tale is not inhabited byesoptural creatures, and the
magic connected with the cult of Riann is of minmportance, its quasi-
medieval system of courtly love is introduced taders through the eyes of an
outsider. No wonder then that our protagonist afiti sees the customs of
Arbonne as a “patently silly culture” with “the ekly irrational customs of
courtly love” and can actually imagine nothing &mpractical as the women-
driven culture®. This shallow perception of Arbonne’s intricatdtate mirrors
his original low opinion of women; after all, hedasknight from Gorhaut, where

15 B. Stableford Historical Dictionary of Fantasy LiteratureLanham, Maryland: Scare-
crow Press Inc, 2005, p. iii.
18 G. Gavriel KayA Song...p. 23.
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women are considered men’s property; lustful, qued creatures over whom
power needs to be asserted by controlling theinaléy.

As the narrative progresses, though, Blaise's egpeé of and behaviour
towards women evolves: from an instrumental treatnoé Rosala, through an
obsessive infatuation with Lucianna, to a mutua balanced love relationship
with Ariane. Meanwhile, from Beatriz, the High Fatess of Riann and female
equivalent of the wise man figure, he learns thiaatws considered in Gorhaut
the feared magic of darkness and “the blood-staiited of women” aimed to
“cripple”, “wound”, and most importantly “unmah”Corannos is, in fact, “con-
fined to small things, the coinage of hearth andrti®, i.e. the typically
domestic sphere of women pertaining to the cortfalonception, foreknowl-
edge of a child’s sex, intuition, some healing pgvetéc. Then again, in Signe
he finds the protective, understanding, and fongjunother-figure he lacked in
childhood. Blaise’s emotional and spiritual growtWwhich makes him a
pretender worthy of the throne of Gorhaut, epitangistrue masculinity, is
conceptualised here as the change in his attimdartls women, which leads to
his awareness and final acceptance of the fact rfagculine and feminine
values are of equal importance. His major quesistout to be his personal and
intimate discovery of women, each of them représgna different aspect of
womanhood. Only then is he ready to bring about@®strophic ending and
“heal” the world by entering a marriage with Rinetierediscovered daughter of
Aelis and Bertran and an heiress to Arbonne, whagmbolically unites
Gorhaut and Arbonne, Corannos and Rian, masculinéeamdine elements.

Kay’s A Song for Arbonnean atypical medievalist fantasy, is much more
about relationships between men and women thanabout male heroism and
valour shown in combat, while gender inequalityaishreat as deadly as an
otherworldly evil power. Even though in the finadtthe at Lake Dierne men
engage in a primordial bloody fight with swords aaxes, its outcome is
determined by cunning stratagems devised by SigdeBaatritz, and peace is
eventually restored through marriage. The settinth® battle is also symbolic,
the narrative, meandering through its interlacdaptats, makes a full circle to
where it started — the world is healed in exadtly $ame place it was torn. A
careless relationship with tragic consequences deivBertran and Aelis has
been replaced with a conscious decision made byw®land Rinette, who are
not forced to marry yet they do because no othdiopis available, and

17 |bidem, p. 108.
18 |bidem, p. 497.
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personal happiness must be sacrificed for the gregtod. Kay is not so naive
as to delineate medieval women as having absalegelém of choice; they are
still pawns to be dealt with through marriage tarigoolitical allegiances. So
are men as a matter of fadthis message seems to be consistent with Kay’s
overall interest in the problems of an individuahpped in a historically
significant moment, whose choices are not predeter as in Tolkien, by fate

or prophesy, but still heavily influenced by histat necessity, the pressure of
which cannot be simply escaped.

Kay’'s A Song for Arbonn@roves to be a well-researched enterprise, and
the effect is a believable, though re-imaginedsieer of the Middle Ages. Still,
the author refuses to write a typical historicavelp stubbornly mixing the
history, culture, and literature of the Middle Ageih apparently insignificant
fantastic elements (e.g. two moons, the magic ohi&o situate his prose at
the fluid border between fantasy and historicdidit, which is also indicative
of his other novels. In doing so, he deliberatelpases the fictionality of his
prose and questions the validity of historical atives as such, implying that
perhaps they are merely a matter of interpretajost, as literature is. This
flexible treatment of the inherited material showeensiderable potential for
invigorating the genre of fantasy literature, andwb our attention to less
Anglo-Germanic-centred directions for its developine

A Song for Arbonnen particular can be seen as an expression of a
nostalgic desire for the past and literature ticautd have been’ had women
been given a chance to speak in their own voicés Tdnging informs the
whole narrative and illuminates a possible inteigiien of the title of the novel
itself. Breaking away with the enduring traditionobfanson de gestee. a song
OF heroic deeds, seen as long-established, saedtiaosed and monologic
narrative, Kay writes a refreshingly dialogic loseng FOR Arbonne. In this
sense, the novel can be viewed as a tribute téo#teor simply forgotten and
ignored female voice, represented here by Lisdbet,first troibaritz in the
world of Arbonne. Re-imagining his medieval ‘fairdles’ as neither passive
damsels in distress nor female warrior types assgimiasculine rolesKay
proves his strategy to be fruitful. Avoiding Bryrdriltypes that need to prove
their worth in a man’s world, and refraining frorhet practice of Marion
Bradley Zimmer, who has retold a formative Westezgehd changing the
narrative perspective but not the basic story lhmeemanages to create fiction
that is ingenious in terms of plot yet favouraldermomen. His blended history-
fantasy novels seem to be an optimal vehicle ferliterary re-interpretation of
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historical, cultural, and literary heritage fromddferent perspective, offering
his readers not only an escapist adventure, botmsviding a contemporary
comment upon the situation in their own world. R@dy a hazardous and
destructive gender split spreading from medievatditure and deeply rooted in
its culture, which seems to be perpetually recocstd by numerous fantasy
authors in their works, may finally be healed, mienally or not, through

fiction written from a slightly different perspeeti and offering a more dialogic
vision of the Middle Ages.

Streszczenie

Celem artykutu jest analiza konstrukcji postaci ikolgch wPiesni dla Arbonne
Guya Gavriela Kaya, powdei fantasyosadzonej w realiacéredniowiecznych. Sytu-
ujac utwor w kontekcie koncepcji mitéci dworskiej, romansu rycerskiego orfantasy
typu portal-quest autorka bada sposéb, w jaki elementy dziedziétwdniowiecza, jak
réwniez konwencje rzdzyce powidcig fantasyzostaty przetworzone na potrzeby tej
kobieco-centrycznej powdei, w ktérej bohaterki nieasani wojowniczkami w typie
Brunhildy ani biernymi damami, wokot ktérych skomstwana jest fabuta. Z przepro-
wadzonej analizy wynikae Piess dla Arbonnestaje s¢ swoistym nargdziem reinter-
pretacji materiatu historycznego, kulturowego édéckiego z innej, bardziej dialogicz-
nej perspektywy i mee by postrzegana jako hotd dla zapomnianegglzlignorowa-
nego gtosu kobiet z przesz.



