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Magical girls in Chretien de Troyes' "Lancelot"

Lancelot's quest to free Queen Guinevere is helped at every step of the way by magical girls. The girls magically appear, or they magically do exactly the right thing, or they magically exchange pledges with Lancelot that later prove pivotal. In contrast, the women in the poem are portrayed as if they are quietly standing erect, carrying out their duties in the background (with the clear exception of Guinevere's night of sweet ecstasy with Lancelot.) The girls embody something wild, changing, quietly powerful, active. The girls are in the foreground. Lancelot does not hesitate in his dealings with the girls, even when some of the setups are so dreamlike he might question if he is asleep or awake. Lancelot and the girls obey a shared chivalric code where the knight is bound to protect the girl, and any pledges are solemn pledges before God that must be honored. It is implicit that knights defend the women as well as the girls, but none of the women in the poem (other than Guinevere) are asking for protection.

The first woman who encounters Lancelot is the Spear Lady, the gentlewoman who puts Lancelot and Gawain up for the night. Her interaction with Lancelot is notably diferent from Lancelot's interaction with the girls: she seems to hold the reins, and even at the end, feels confident enough to jeer at Lancelot. Lancelot has been delivered to her castle after riding in the dwarf's cart. After a fine dinner, she presents Lancelot and Gawain with two expansive, comfortable, well-appointed beds, but forbids them from approaching a third and even more appealing bed. Lancelot disdains her warning and says he will sleep in that bed, and sleep well. A modern Freudian-influenced reading would see this as a kind of flirtation or power play between the Spear Lady and Lancelot. Inevitably, Lancelot claims the sacred bed, and at midnight, a spear slices through the air and pins him to the bed. Worse yet, the spear is flaming, and the whole bed catches on fire. Lancelot calmly puts out the fire and goes back to a peaceful sleep. This seems a remarkable confrontation with a woman who accepted him from the cart. She must have been pleased with his nighttime performance, as she had a Mass sung in the morning for the travelers. The woman is sufficiently strong to jeer Lancelot as the knight of the cart. This tone of this relasionship is different than the tone of the relationships between Lancelot and any of the magical girls. It sets up Lancelot as a man not afraid to confront woman.

The second girl they meet is the girl at the crossroads who tells them about the Sword Bridge and the Sunken Bridge. She warns them that the way across the river takes pain and suffering. In payment for her guidance, both Lancelot and Gawain owe her whatever she wants, whenever she wants it. This seems a steep price for roadside directions, but both of the knights eagerly pledge her their fealty. This girl magically appeared and gave them exactly what they wanted - instructions for finding the Queen - and in return is granted the eternal service of both knights. Here we have an example of magic - the girl with exactly the needed information appearing when they needed her - and the chivalric pledge. Knights are forever either pledging fealty to girls, or, defending them with their lives in battle. It is an intersting coupling: magic and battle.

Next, Lancelot approacches a river guarded by a sentinel knight and a girl. Lost in a reverie of love, Lancelot does not hear the sentinel's warnings, and plunges into the river. A fight ensues, and the girl begs Lancelot for the sentinel, pledging she will come whenever he calls. Mysteriously, the girl is filled with anquish when she realizes Lancelot knows her. The girl's main purpose here seems to be to preven the battle from leading to death. Her pledge to Lancelot is not called upon, but we are left wondering who she is, and if we are supposed to recognize her, too. Here we have a kind of magic anguished to show its face. Magic: for why should there be a girl at the river crossing? And how does magic interact with battle?

The next girl Lancelot encounters is perhaps the most interesting and perplexing. She offers him a place to stay the night, on condition that he sleep with her. After a sumptuous, private dinner for two in an enormous castle, the girl asks Lancelot to wander in the garden until he thinks she is ready for bed. When he re-enters, he must fight his way through her servants, supposedly saving her from rape; the girl reveals the whole scene was a set-up. She is testing Lancelot. She can sense his love is given to another and she releases him from his pledge to sleep with her. However, Lancelot does not get off that easy - she insists on accompanying him the next day, and making him pledge he will protect her. A knight desirous of her hand finds them in the woods, and drags Lancelot nearly into a fight. The fight is quashed by the amorous knight's father, who suggests they follow Lancelot for a spell. The next day, after Lancelot lifts the lid of a tomb that would take ten strapping men to lift, the woman who would sleep with Lancelot leaves, but without learning his name. This encounter is very dreamlike and infused with a sense of magic. The result is that Lancelot is able to affirm his devotion to Guinevere, but without breaking any chivalric codes to honor his pledge or protect the girl in harm's way. This girl, Sleep-With-Me, seems to be a deliberate decoy to deflect Lancelot from Love's path. First, she blatantly almost forces him to have relations with her, and then she nearly lands him in a dangerous battle. Along the way, when she sees the Queen's comb sitting on a rock in the river, she leads Lancelot away from there, until he cries out they are going the wrong way and insists on turning around. This magical girl is a test of Lancelot; a test he passes three times over without trying.

In the first fight between Lancelot and Meleagant, after Lancelot has crossed the Sword Bridge, a wise girl is instrumental in making sure the fight goes the right way. She tells the Queen to make herself known, which gives Lancelot all the energy in the world. She then tells Lancelot he is an idiot for fighting while facing the Queen's window, only, and her comment wakes Lancelot. He comes to his senses and recommences fighting normally and heroically. Queen Guinevere calls a truce; this is the amazing fight that frees all the captives in Gorre, the countrymen of Guinever and Lancelot who have been imprisoned in a distant land by Meleagant. The fight would never have taken the course it did without the wise interventions of the unnamed girl.

Although Lancelot eventually becomes a prisoner under Meleagant, his guard's wife takes pity and allows him to leave for two days to take part in the tournament called in King Arthur's court. Despite his strength and heroism, Lancelot would never have made it to the tournament without the almost reckless daring of the steward's wife. During the tournament, Queen Guinevere recognizes her knight and her love, and sends a girl as emissary. On the first day, the girl delivers the message: "Fight poorly." On the second day, she delivers that same message, and then immediately after, a new message: "Fight well." Lancelot obeys all instructions from his lady Guinevere, but these messages reach him only through the province of the canny girl. By the end of the tournament, we are told all the women in court want only Lancelot as husband, and since he disappears, there will be no marriages that year. The magical girl in this sequence is like a magical appearance of a god who delivers a divine message that alters history.

Perhaps the most important magical girl in the entire poem is King Bademagu's daughter. After a fierce battle with a thousand knights on each side, the knights of Logres versus their captors, Lancelot is invited to stay in a gracious lady's house. Alas, one of her sons is arrogant and challenges Lancelot to a fight, taunting him with having ridden in the cart. When Lancelot prevails, he is considering granting mercy, until King Bademagu's daughter appears and begs for the arrogant knight's head. She promises to give him one day the greatest reward he knows of, and a reward he will greatly value. She proves true to her word, for it is she who finds Lancelot imprisoned in a tower built by her evil brother Meleagant. She helps Lancelot break free, restores him to health after his long and hard captivity, and gives him a strong and noble horse to carry him home to King Arthur's court. This tale of fortuitous appearances - first on the battlefield with the arrogant knight, and then at Lancelot's prison tower - is nothing short of miraculous.

Although there is only one woman in Lancelot's life, there are close to a dozen miraculous girls who set him on his true path in one way or another. Some taunt him. Some bait him. Some test him. Most, however, come to his aid, lovingly. The magical girls of "Lancelot" are unequaled. There are no magical boys or men. Girls are usually emissaries of needed change. Without the intervention of the magical girls, Lancelot might never attain his goal of freeing and having Queen Guinevere. 
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