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Paris Hilton: the Fairy Queen 

MTV, Sex and the City, The Simple Life, Spring Break, Paris Hilton: the power and 

influence of media upon the development of young women in America today is absolute. We 

claim that we have made progress towards making gender role equality a reality in modern 

society. However, the representation of female roles in modem popular media, literature, and art 

clearly contradicts any true progress that may have occurred. The influence of media presence 

today means that more young women develop their sense of self, their identity, as a direct result 

of the information they are exposed to through media. This makes the portrayal of the female in 

media of vital importance. It is unfortunate, then, that the general representation of the female in 

media relies heavily upon gender stereotypes that portray women as objects of sexual desire, as 

dependent upon men, and as submissive. To provide for a primarily male demographic, the 

majority of women in film and television are intended to cater to male adolescent fantasies. 

By representing even strong female characters as sexual objects, their strength is diminished by 

the need to rely on such a limited set of tools to cater to a specific audience. However, this idea 

that the substance of the female character is derived from strength in beauty and sexual power is 

anything but modern. 

Written in the late twelfth century, Marie de France's Lanval tells the story of a knight 

who is ultimately rescued from his death by his love, the Fairy Queen. Marie de France writes 

the character of the Fairy Queen as a benevolent hero, but the core of her strength lies in her 

impeccable beauty, wealth, and her role as a seductress. As a character, the Fairy Queen is 
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limited in the same way that many female characters are in modern narratives. In addition to the 

Fairy Queen, the way the supporting female characters are seen in Lanval demonstrates the 

practice of placing female worth solely upon beauty. Comparing the depiction of the women in 

Lanval with similar strong female characters present in modern media shows that the 

representation of women has not changed in nearly nine centuries. 

This does not mean that the medium for popular expression has not changed. The 

expansion of visual media through the television and motion picture industries of the twentieth 

century has effectively supplanted the role of literature in modern society. Because of this, the 

artistic landscapes of the twelfth and twenty-first centuries are entirely different. However, they 

are extremely similar in their integration and influence upon their respective cultures. Marie de 

Lanval's lais were "much loved and praised, read, and heard ... [and] her poems also appealed to 

ladies who listened to them gladly and joyfully" (Greenblatt 141). The widespread nature of 

Marie de France's poems among the aristocracy in the twelfth century "allowed the adoption of 

the values expressed within their texts. In the same way, repetition of certain values and 

messages in television today influence personal development through imitation and 

identification. If repetition of similar ideas is integral to their adoption by audience members, it 

is important to know that Marie de France was not the only writer to use stereotypical women 

to express love in her texts. According to The Norton Anthology of English Literature, "Marie 

is among the twelfth century writers who made love the means of analyzing the individual's 

relation to his or her society" (Greenblatt 142). 

Marie de France's Lanval is a perfect example of the objectification of female identity in 

twelfth-century British literature. With the exception of Guinevere and the Fairy Queen, all the 

female characters in Lanval are seen in positions of servitude and presented as objects of sexual 
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desire. When the Fairy Queen's servants appear during Lanval's trial, bearing "Of purple taffeta a 

sheath / They wore nothing underneath. / The men took pleasure in these sights," Marie de 

France cements the idea that the only importance to these characters are their beauty and the 

"pleasure" that they give the men in the story (De France 152, 477-79). In addition, Lanval 

evaluates their "worth" when he compares them to Guinevere, in a biting remark. Lanval states 

that even the lowliest servant in the Fairy Queen's domain "is worth more than [her] / In beauty 

of both figure and face, / In good breeding and bounteous grace,” (De France 148, 297-300). 

The emphasis on these particular qualities as the decisive factors upon which female worth is 

judged is central to Lanval. The descriptions of the Fairy Queen echo this idea, but the sources of 

her "strength" are no less problematic. In the story, the Fairy Queen approaches Lanval with the 

request that he loves her unrequitedly and keeps their relationship secret. Upon hearing his 

promise to do this, the Fairy Queen "presented him her heart / And her body every part" (De 

France 145, 127-130). The Fairy Queen follows this by declaring that if Lanval were to break 

her terms by revealing their secret, " [he] shall never again see [her] / Nor have [her] body in 

[his] fee” (De France 145, 147-48). The problem with this is that the Fairy Queen's control in this 

situation is dependent upon Lanval's desire for her. Should Lanval decide that he is not 

interested; the Fairy Queen becomes powerless to affect the direction of the story. The Fairy 

Queen would then be left with nothing but her extravagant wealth as a measure of her strength as 

a character. Value in wealth and beauty alone are successful in explaining only a small portion of 

what it means to be a powerful woman. Characters that express singular aspects of these values 

often convey dangerous messages of greed and vanity that, when imitated, develop an affinity 

with the negative aspects of human nature. 
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The female archetypes present in Lanval are commonplace in today's entertainment 

dependent environment. A modern foil to Lanval's Fairy Queen can be seen in Paris Hilton. 

Hilton is wealthy, attractive, often a role model for young women, and her celebrity status makes 

her just as unreachable to the general public as any fantastical character. However, the pressures 

of modern society and market conditions in the television industry force her to rely upon the 

same gender values that are expressed in Lanval. She presents herself in this way in her 

television show The Simple Life and celebrity magazines, but the best example would be her 

appearance in the 2005 Carl’s Jr. commercial where she erotically washes a car to promote the 

Spicy BBQ Six Dollar Burger. 

Keep in mind that there is incredible strength in beauty, wealth, and sexuality. It is the 

consistent focus on these aspects, as the only way to measure a woman's worth, that is dangerous. 

By belonging to the cadre of popular literature in the twelfth century, the influence of Marie de 

France's Lanval is akin to the impact of modern popular media. Like Lanval, the content 

expressed in MTV, Sex and the City, and The Simple Life are all examples of seemingly strong, 

though ultimately negative portrayals, of females in popular media and culture. However, they are 

not representative of the entire spectrum of artistic expression. Although their influence and 

massive audience drown out evidence to the contrary, there are definite exceptions to the trends 

that they perpetuate. Genuinely strong female characters can be seen in Amy Tan's The Joy Luck 

Club (both in book and movie forms), Carl Sagan's Contact, and Joss Whedon's Buffy and 

Firefly. 

Regardless, the issue at hand is that the nearly unanimous majority of female characters 

in modern popular media, literature and art adhere to a centuries-old definition. Because of its 

symbiotic relationship with its respective time period, artistic expression can be seen as a 
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reflection as well as an influence upon current societal values. We cannot make progress in either 

the presentation of women in art or the role women have in modern society without making 

progress in both. Claiming that we have made true progress towards gender equality in modern 

society is impossible when the stereotypical image of women in modern media is so similar to 

the twelfth century portrayal shown in Marie de France's Lanval. However, because we know 

now more about how media influences the development of our identity, it is possible to make 

choices towards making progress in the representation of women in media. Increasing the 

presence of well-built female characters that express a complete picture of the strengths inherent 

in female identity will allow us to positively affect the development of young women and society 

as a whole. 
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