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Marguerite de Navarre (1492-1549), Queen of Navarre, truly embodied the ideals of the renaissance.  It was after her brother King Francis I took the throne when she had a major cultural impact on the country.  For example, she had Leonardo da Vinci and Benvenuto Cellini come to France and work for her brother.  Additionally, during the reformation she protected thinkers who were accused of teaching protestant ideals.  Her own religious philosophy was not traditionally catholic, but leaned more towards evangelism and Christian Humanism.  She corresponded with iconic figures such as Calvin and Erasmus.  She took on a political role as well.  When her brother was taken prisoner during a war with Charles V (Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire), it was Marguerite who negotiated the treaty and rescued her brother from captivity.  She also reformed monasteries and convents as well as built hospitals.  Clearly, Marguerite de Navarre understood the notions of the Renaissance and utilized her role as Queen to spread these ideals.
Marguerite de Navarre did not let her gender stand in her way of making a difference in a male dominated society.  She was able to exploit her role as Queen in order to challenge the boundaries confining women at that time.  Specifically, it was her role as Queen that allowed her to answer these questions, which at this time were only addressed by men.   For example, she wrote various pieces that wrestled with the important issue of women in society.  Her most famous work of prose is The Heptaméron (1550, published post mortem), which was modeled after Boccaccio's Decameron (c.1351).  This collection of short stories had “great diversity and contradictory opinions expressed by the “devisants” reflect the complexity of human nature, the coexistence of good and bad in the world, the abyss between the spiritual and the material, and the dilemma of how to face that abyss.”
 However, it is in her theatre that she analyzes the role of the female on a deeper level.  Theatre allows any author to approach a particular topic from various angles and create layers within the plot and characterization that is impossible in any other genre.  For example, in the play La Comédie des Quatre Femmes (1542), Marguerite de Navarre uses the conventions of theatre to create an allegory yielding an independent thinking woman, which was unimaginable at that time.  
In La Comédie des Quatre Femmes (1542), Marguerite de Navarre concentrates specifically on the emotion of love and how females of her time dealt with issues concerning love.  Love within itself is a complex emotion that encompasses the notions of freedom, passion, pleasure, virtue, fidelity, loyalty as well as jealousy, temptation, doubt, sacrifice and even sadness. 
  In the play, Marguerite divides the female psyche into four distinct characters, known as Girl One, Girl Two, Woman One and Woman Two.  Independently, the four characters depict a different facet of a complicated woman.  Thus, the allegorical, independent thinking woman is created when the audience recognizes the four women as one mind exploring a complex problem rather than four separate characters. 

However, the four women are first separated into pairs based on their age and then their individual problems are explored.  Juxtaposition between the two generations occurs immediately.  In scene one, the audience watches as the two girls speak joyously about love while the second scene depicts the two women depressed about love.  The girls wonder why the women are sad and likewise the women wonder why the girls are happy.  The Second girl asks:

Second Girl : And what makes them be so melancholy ?

                      First Woman : What reasons have these girls for rejoicing?


This curiosity sets up the conflict that occurs in scene three when the four women come together.  The heart of the debate is defined by the second girl:

                      Second Girl: But seeing you weeping and moaning so

                                   We wondered if out pleasure is greater


             Than the grief by which your hearts are saddened

Thus, Marguerite de Navarre sets up a debate in which two young girls and two women explore the joys as well as the pain involved with love.  

It is important to note that individually each woman is able to understand only one or two components of the complicated notions involved when dealing with love.  This reiterates the allegory in which the four women are in reality one mind, divided into four segments, but together representing the whole woman.  This structure is only strengthened with the introduction of the fifth character, called old woman.  The old woman represents a component of the allegory as well, but not the same one as the four other characters.  The old woman represents a woman who has experienced love and understands the debate between the four women.  The first lines she speaks, encompasses a mixture of the happiness and sadness that separate the women from the girls.  The old woman states:

Old Woman: Time, ever doing and undoing its work

For twenty years, I loved freedoms so dear,

Never consenting to have a suitor.

Twenty years thence, I submitted to love.

But he for whom I lived, and he for me

Was taken from me, much against my will




And for sixty years I have mourned my fate

Thus, the old woman is called upon to resolve the conflict between the four women and subsequently give them advice on their problems.



As the debate progresses, each women is asked to tell their individual stories to the group.  The old woman does not respond until all four have finished, which again reiterates the notion that the four women are indeed one mind attempting to work through a complicated problem.  In general, the girls remain optimistic and idealistic when they talk about love and the women remain disillusioned and pessimistic.  For instance, the first girl is apprehensive about sacrificing her own individuality and freedom for a man.  She says:


       First Girl: My heart is my own
My faith is not meant

To be given or sold

The second girl represents the innocence, naivety, and virtuous sides of love.  The love she describes was probably the most desired situation for any woman of her time.  It is an ideal love.  She feels complete; a feeling that only a woman in love can have.  She says:



Second Girl: I love and am loved

Esteemed and valued

By one, good and wise

That I want to love

I vowed to do so

My entire life.

I think of him always,

And only feel whole

Or well when I see him

The first woman represents temptation, doubt and fidelity.  She is tempted by another man whom she loves, but she is married and does not want to break her vows.  However, her husband mistreats her and she is devastated because she has never lied or been unfaithful.  She is extremely distressed by this situation.  She says :




First Woman: But my virtue and my reputation

In which I delight, cause me endless pain

Helpless, I can’t endure and wish for death

The second woman represents jealousy and sadness.  Her husband, with whom she is madly in love, loves another woman.  She is devastated and wants her husband’s love for herself.  She wants him to love her in the manner in which she loves him.  She says :



Second Woman: I have lost him, and he has a mistress,

Who has taken pocession of his heart.
He leaves me his body that is true.

His body with no heart adds to my misery

It is clear from these stories that each of these women are only experiencing a segment of the complex emotion of love.  It is only when the women are allegorically combined into one mind that the understanding of the complex emotion is reached.

Although at this point, the women are telling there individual  predicaments in love, Marguerite de Navarre uses subtle stylistic devices in the language to maintain a separation among the generations.  Most importantly, she uses different meters which are meant to underline with the generational division. 
  When the play begins and the two sides are separated, all four women speak in ten syllable lines.  Correspondingly, before the old woman enters the quarrel she too speaks with ten syllables.  When the four women begin to argue; however, the meter shifts from ten to eight syllables.  When the old woman joins, the meter that she uses again matches the group and shifts to eight syllables.   When the women tell their individual stories they return to the ten syllable structure.  However, when the girls tell their tales they speak in five syllable lines that sound more like poetry then simply verses.  Accordingly, the old woman shifts her speech patterns when dictating her advice to the other four, this time to seven beats per line.  A final meter change occurs when the four women return to the eight syllable structure and discuss the advice that the old woman has given them.  


The purpose of all these meter changes may seem frivolous, but they are crucial in creating an allegory of the woman in love.  Initially, the meter separated the levels of the conversation.  The ten beat meter occurred only when the women were talking to their respective peer whereas the eight beat meter signified the four women coming together.  When the meter changed again, it reiterated the separation of the four women by age.  The girls spoke in a shorter, poetic manner while the two women returned to the ten beats per measure they used previously.  The distinction is necessary to highlight the contrast between the idealism of the girls and the disillusion of the women.  The seven beat meter of the old woman is important because it is practically the center between the five and ten beats per measure with which the two generations speak.  This again establishes that the Old woman understands both sides because she has lived through and experienced all of the emotions described by the four women.  Thus, through the device of meter Marguerite de Navarre manipulated the language in order to create another dimension, however subtle, to the allegory.
Another important tool Marguerite de Navarre utilizes is the format of a debate.  The argument itself represents the internal struggle that a woman endures when she must make difficult decisions about the love she feels for another.  Through this format, Marguerite de Navarre is easily able to contrast the different emotions of the four women.  A woman in love can be optimistic and pessimistic; happy as well as sad; naïve and pragmatic; secure and doubtful; free and helplessly dependent.  She is forced to make tough decisions based on complex emotions pulling her in opposite directions.  The quarrel is the central tool that creates the allegory depicting the internal struggle of a woman attempting to decipher these conflicting emotions.
The old woman is brought in to make sense out of this struggle.  The Old Woman transcends the conflict because her age denotes knowledge and an understanding of the matter that the four women cannot comprehend at that moment.  For this reason, she is able to mediate the argument rather then to join it.  The four women can only understand certain aspects because they are in different stages of the process.  Once their love finishes its cycle, the four women will be wise just like the old woman and will presumably arrive at the same conclusions as the old woman.  Additionally, it is at this point that the four women will be “old women” dictating advice to a younger, inexperienced generation.   
  However, instead of relieving the women, the old woman worries them.  Her advice is not positive for the future of the four women in love, in fact she takes a very negative point of view.  For example, she predicts that the first girl will fall in love and will thus begin to suffer; the second girl will be misled by her love; and both married women will find solace in extramarital relationships.  The four women are disturbed by the old woman’s prophecy.  At first they dismiss her advice.  However, at the end of the play, it seems that the four women may decide to follow the recommendations made by their elder. 
  

It is only after the debate ends and the Old woman exits that the first male characters are introduced for a short time.  Upon leaving the four women, the Old woman is approached by an old man who asks what the five women had been discussing.  The Old woman recounts that that the younger women asked her to resolve an argument in which her advice was later rejected. The Old man is appalled at the lack of respect for the Old woman and  attempts to force the women to behave accordingly.  He demands:

Old Man: Ladies, unless I am deceived

You are very much in error

If this Lady you don’t believe

In this scene, Marguerite de Navarre is reacting to the patriarchal society that dominates her world.  The manner in which contemporary society is set up is that the four women must now listen to the Old Man given the fact that he is older, but more importantly because he is a man.  Thus, when the men decide to tempt the ladies in dancing  with them the Old Man states:



Old Man: You will see them swallow their pride

He says this because he believes that it is his influence that will cause the four women to dance and thus adhere to the Old Woman’s advice.  However, it is not.  The play ends ambiguously and the audience never knows if the women actually dance with the men.  This completes the formation of the independently thinking woman.  The play ends on the note that the four women, as a group, must choose whether or not to dance with the four men.  Whether or not they choose to do so is inconsequential to the point that the choice to dance is theirs to make.   
  Therefore, there are two women in this play; not five.  The two women are the old woman who has already experienced love and the allegoric woman who is composed of the four women.  The four women thus represent the idealism as well as the suffering that is associated with love.  The old woman represents the union of these two opposites.  Through the debate, Marguerite creates an independently thinking woman trying to make sense out of a complex emotion.  This woman takes advice only from another woman.  She makes choices regarding these important decisions regardless of both the men they love as well as the ones present at the end of the play.  It is clear that through this piece, Marguerite de Navarre empowers the independent woman to think and make decisions independent from the male dominated society in which they live. 
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