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INTRODUCTION

1. THE TEXT

The Heptaméron is a collection of some seventy stories. It has no definitive form: the order of the stories, the stories actually included and the textual details vary considerably from manuscript to manuscript and from printed edition to printed edition. As for the author, the scholarly consensus confidently attributes the collection to Marguerite de Navarre (1492–1549), sister of François I, patron of Rabelais, Marot and Des Périers, protector of reforming churchmen, and writer of intense mystical verse. However, this attribution is based on evidence which is at best circumstantial, and which needs to be interpreted with moderation.


Marguerite died in 1549, but the collection did not appear in print until 1558. It bore the title Histoires des Amans fortunez, and was edited by the humanist scholar Pierre Boaistuau. This first edition had only sixty-seven stories, arranged in an order not found in any of the other versions, and omitted the linking discussion passages found in the fullest manuscripts. Moreover, in his dedication (to the Duchess of Nevers) Boaistuau makes no explicit mention of Marguerite de Navarre as the author. Perhaps this was because Boaistuau had made a botch of her work. Perhaps it was because Marguerite was not the real author of the collection, or at least not the original author of all the tales and all the dialogues.

One year later in 1559 a new edition came out which claimed to restore the stories to their ‘true’ arrangement and to give credit for authorship where it was due – namely, to the late Queen of Navarre. Pierre Gruget, the new editor, also gave the collection a title it has had ever since, though it never had it in the manuscripts: L’Heptaméron des Nouvelles. In a dedication to Marguerite’s daughter, Jeanne d’Albret, Gruget grumbles about Boaistuau’s ‘omission or concealment’ of the author’s name, and claims to have restored her work to its pristine state by collating all the available manuscript versions. Gruget certainly ordered the tales differently, distributed them into ‘Days’ of ten stories, and brought in fuller prologues and dialogues. But he still remains close to his predecessor. Both of them disguise proper names and suppress passages which might have been suspect to conservative theologians or which might have offended the religious orders. This did not become plain until the nineteenth-century editors returned to the extant manuscripts. At the same time it emerged that Gruget had removed three whole stories (stories 11, 44 and 46 in the manuscripts), presumably because they represent the Franciscans as gluttons, parasites and rapists, and had substituted three which were less disturbing.

So Gruget, who appeared to be establishing the Heptaméron canon, ends up raising questions about it. Where did his three stories come from? Are they by Marguerite? Are there any mislaid stories which still might turn up and make the Heptaméron the French Decameron its editors wanted it to be? Twentieth-century researchers have believed this to be the case. They have given attention to one particular version – an elegant manuscript dated 1553 prepared by the scholar Adrien de Thou. This manuscript calls itself Le Décaméron of Marguerite, and seems to leave empty pages for missing tales to complete the hundred implied in the title. It needs emphasizing, however, that this text, although it is consistent, readable and bristling with variants, appears to be a heavily edited version of other, earlier, manuscripts which are often incomplete or obscure. Its main interest, therefore, is as a guide to alternative readings and as an indication of how a careful sixteenth-century reader could make sense of faulty copy.

The expectations aroused by de Thou’s blank pages have hardly been fulfilled. Apart from Gruget’s three substitutes, only two further candidates have been discovered, a short story which occurs in three idiosyncratic manuscripts and a fragment of dialogue in another manuscript of de Thou’s. So there are four more possible tales that one could add to the canon. While in style and content they are more or less compatible with the main corpus, there is no direct evidence as to authorship, and it remains largely a matter of taste whether or not one includes them. They have been left out of the present translation.

Much more research into the manuscripts needs to be done before we can have a complete picture of the Heptaméroris evolution. There are seventeen existing manuscripts of differing degrees of completeness. They can be divided into two groups, although it has not so far been the custom to look at them in this fashion. The first group, whether or not they have the full seventy-two tales of Gruget or the full linking dialogues, all agree with his arrangement. The clearest and most complete of these (manuscript Fr. 1512 in the Bibliothèque Nationale) has been used as the basis of Michel François’s edition, which is nowadays the most widely used version, and which has been adopted as the basis for this translation. But even here François has had to amend (using de Thou), and the resulting text still contains words, phrases and whole sentences which either do not make sense or require acrobatic interpretation. The second group of manuscripts has the stories in an order different from both Gruget and Boaistuau. It has no discussions between the storytellers, but instead an ‘argument’ preceding each tale and a ‘conclusion’, whose function is primarily to draw out moral and pious lessons. One of the stories in two of these manuscripts is the fourth ‘find’ which has been mentioned above. The best of this group is in the Pierpont Morgan library in New York. Besides offering seventy tales, it includes the Prologue and a delicate contemporary pen drawing of the storytellers. What is the status of this second group of manuscripts? In so far as it is mentioned at all by scholars it is usually assumed to represent later anthologies à la Boaistuau. Strictly speaking, however, it still remains to determine whether these manuscripts do not represent a Proto-Heptaméron with a logic and intention of its own.

There is thus no definitive or generally agreed text. The variety of manuscripts suggests considerable scribal and editorial freedom, with at least three ways of organizing the material. If Marguerite was the sole author it appears that she did not set a personal prescription on the form of her work. And the same would be true of any other proposed author. In fact there is one definite proposal which should be mentioned, if only to save it from oblivion, and that is a proposal first put forward in 1839 by Charles Nodier, who claimed that the author of all or most of the Heptaméron was Bonaventure des Périers. Des Périers was the probable author of the satirical Cymbalum mundi (1537) and of much of a collection of stories called Nouvelles récréations published in the same year as Boaistuau’s Histoires des Amans fortunez. He was also Marguerite’s valet de chambre from at least 1536. Nodier’s proposal should not be taken too seriously, but what it points to should – that just as it is difficult to pin down a single authoritative text, so it is impossible to pin down a single author. The reason is that the Heptaméron was a collective enterprise. The stories themselves may have been contributed by a number of different people, probably high-ranking noblemen and noblewomen in Marguerite’s entourage. In all likelihood Marguerite was herself a contributor, and may also have edited them and added the story-telling framework in which they are embedded. The court gossip-monger Brantôme says in his memoirs that his grandmother, who was a lady-in-waiting to Marguerite, told him that the Queen ‘composed’ her tales as she was carried about the country in her litter. As Nodier pointed out, however, the tales could have been described as ‘hers’ by sovereign right, since their contributors were her servants. The fact is that the Heptaméron itself represents itself as produced by a group of individuals at the court of François I who really did, so the text claims, undertake to tell one another a collection of stories.



2. THE STORYTELLERS

The Prologue of the Heptaméron introduces the five men and five women who after various adventures involving bandits, floods and bears, find refuge in a Pyrenean abbey, where they agree to pass their time telling edifying stories until it is safe for them to return home. In so doing they are following an ancient tradition of fictional characters who find themselves in dangerous or unusual situations – a tradition that includes the Thousand and One Nights, the Canterbury Tales and Boccaccio’s Decameron. The origins of the French nouvelle or short story are medieval: the lais of Marie de France, moral tales or exempla used by preachers, the fabliaux. But it was the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that saw the rise of the short story as an important genre, and it was primarily Boccaccio’s Decameron that served as the model. The first French translation of the Decameron, by Laurent Premierfait, appeared in 1414, inspiring the Cent Nouvelles Nouvelles composed in or before 1462. A new translation of Boccaccio is referred to in the Heptaméron’s Prologue. It was commissioned by Marguerite herself, was undertaken by one of François I’s royal councillors, Antoine Le Maçon, and came out in 1545. This is a period of French history in which the kings sought to annex Italian territory by means of ambitious military expenditions and to assimilate and surpass Italian literary and artistic culture as well.


The Heptaméron’s Prologue tells us how much the royal family admired Boccaccio, and how Marguerite and the Dauphine (Catherine de Médicis) joined with other persons of the court to produce a French Decameron. There was, however, to be an important difference: all the tales were to be true, and on the insistence of the Dauphin (the future Henri II) there were to be no scholars or men of letters amongst the storytellers, since rhetoric was felt to be incompatible with historical truth. These stipulations appear to have left their mark on the Heptaméron we know. All the storytellers claim that their tales are true, and about twenty tales have been verified by modern research. There is only one from a literary source (number 70) and the storytellers permit this one only after discussion. But more important is the constant concern with the problem of truth and language. Rhetoric, lying, parody, blasphemy and obscenity – the treachery of human language is a theme that is subtly interwoven in the stories and discussions, counterbalanced by the theme of the search for verbal purity and security in the Word of God.

However, it is one of the puzzles of the Heptaméron that the text we now have is not, according to the Prologue, the same thing as this original royal project, which, we are told, was interrupted by more pressing affairs of state (like the invasion of France in 1544) and completely forgotten. This assertion provides the opportunity for the fictional, or rather semi-fictional, storytellers to make good the loss.

A lot of scholarly effort has been expended in trying to establish the historical identities of the storytellers on the basis of the various clues to be found in the text. It certainly seems to be the case that the names of the storytellers refer to some historical individuals, and that the Prologue and the discussion passages are meant to represent some historical story-telling enterprise. But each storyteller becomes a distinct character in the fictional world of the Heptaméron, relating to the others in a consistent manner, speaking in an idiosyncratic style, and telling stories to reflect his or her personality. There are antagonisms within the group, the most fundamental of which is between the male and female members.

The names of these characters are bizarre at first sight. The general principle behind them, however, appears to be this: a historical individual’s name is rearranged to form an anagram, not a meaningless anagram, but one which suggests the personal attributes of the character to whom it is applied. In some cases oral and scribal transmission may have obscured the original; in others it may even have introduced new meanings and associations. The oldest and most authoritative storyteller is Oisille. The name could be derived anagrammatically from ‘Loise’ (a possible spelling of ‘Louise’). This character may, it is thought, stand for Louise de Savoie, Marguerite’s mother, or more plausibly for Louise de Daillon, Brantôme’s grandmother and a lady-in-waiting to Marguerite at about the right period. It is Oisille who is the group’s spiritual leader, and this within the setting of a monastery, that is, within an exclusively male community. She is imbued with the spirit of evangelical reform, and her name (which suggests oiselle, ‘female bird’) can be taken to reflect her longing for spiritual flights. Parlamente, also an authoritative figure, may represent Marguerite herself, since the name can be derived from perle amante, ‘loving pearl’, which would be a pun on marguerite, another word for ‘pearl’. There would also be symbolic associations of purity and perfection. Incidentally, if Marguerite is taken to be the author of the Prologue, then we have a curiously self-reflexive piece of writing. Marguerite as writer-narrator would be talking about herself (‘Parlamente’, the ‘pearl’ or ‘marguerite’) talking about herself (‘Madame Marguerite’) talking about writing a Decameron. The name Parlamente has in the past been associated with the old verb parlementer, and thus with talking, conversing, eloquence and urbanity. This suits the story-telling character, as well as the real Marguerite, who was often so described by her contemporaries. The name of Parlamente’s fictional husband, Hircan, can be derived from Henri (alternatively spelt Henric or Hanric), the name of Marguerite’s real-life second husband, Henri de Navarre. Hircan (Hircain in some versions) suggests the Latin for ‘goatish’ (hirquinus), but also Hircania, the rugged habitat of tigers and other wild beasts in Classical and Renaissance literature. Hircan is a warrior, jealous of his honour, and blunt in speech and manners. He is one of the main exponents of male dominance over women, and insists on the male right to intercourse with any female of his choice, while at the same time demanding the domestication and fidelity of wives.

These three, Oisille, Parlamente, Hircan, are at the apex of a miniature aristocratic society. They represent too a three-cornered antagonism that runs throughout the Heptaméron – an antagonism between female intelligence and love, masculine aggressiveness, and transcendent spirituality. The other characters and their names emerge in a similar fashion, and all contribute to a range of attitudes towards the topics of their stories and conversations, from the naturalistic cynicism of Saffredent to the Platonizing self-repression of Dagoucin. Above all they talk – some to flatter and flirt, some to dominate, some to resist, some to distort and deceive, some to preach and pray and some to extol the virtue of not speaking at all.



3. THE STORIES

The storytellers, then, have firm roots in their historical context, though their fictional context presents them in such a way as to focus on types of attitude towards the world. The stories also are interwoven with their historical context, not only in the sense that they actually refer to particular individuals – kings, princes, abbots, officers of the crown and so forth – but also in the sense that they present real contemporary social and spiritual problems. It is this dimension that makes the tales relevant also to our own historical context.


To summarize the complexities and conflicts of the first half of the sixteenth century in France would be impossible. But there are some major historical threads which it is useful to bear in mind while reading the Heptaméron. First, it is in this period that France begins to construct its identity as a nation-state controlled by a centralized monarchy, and to express itself in both political and cultural rivalry with Italy, Spain and England. Secondly, the traditional aristocracy (from which the Heptaméron’s storytellers are drawn) is confronted with changes such as the rise of the commercial, legal and bureaucratic classes. Thirdly, women may have been more self-assertive. Many noblewomen experienced increased independence and responsibility while their husbands were fighting in the Italian wars. There was certainly a flourishing literary debate on the status of women, which produced some remarkable declarations on both sides. Finally, the whole period is marked by the various ideological changes that go under the term Reformation, the most prominent of which are the emphasis on inner faith as opposed to external ritual, the emphasis on individual conscience as opposed to ecclesiastical authority and the challenge to the priesthood, monasticism and the doctrine of celibacy. In broad terms, it is a period of rapid cultural change, a period in which assumptions are being questioned and horizons broadened, both in the geographical sense (story 67 of the Heptaméron, for instance, concerns a voyage to Canada) and in the historical sense of the discovery of the values of the ancient non-Christian civilizations.

Academic introductions to the Heptaméron usually say that the main themes are various concepts of ‘love’ on the one hand offset on the other by ‘religion’, in particular the evangelism with the Platonic tinge that was characteristic of French attempts to reform the Church from within. Earlier generations who expurgated or excused the Heptaméron were possibly more aware that the principal themes of the stories and the conversations that accompany them are rape, seductions bordering on rape, incest and numerous infringements of the sex and marriage codes of aristocratic Europe. Sex is rarely fun in the Heptaméron (unlike Boccaccio’s Decameron), and where characters do find enjoyment, it is accidental (as in story 8, or furtive and hypocritical (stories 43 and 49), or tragically revenged (story 32 and the clandestine marriage stories 21, 40 and 51) or guilt-ridden and roundly condemned (as in story 26). One has the impression that marriage and relationships between the sexes in general are deeply problematic for the world which the Heptaméron reflects. There are very few stories which do not directly concern such themes (story 17 about the prowess of François I; 28 and 52, which concern food and its debasement; 55 and 65, which are solely concerned with superstitious attitudes towards religion).

Rape in the Heptaméron sometimes takes place when the desires of a socially inferior male for a superior woman of conspicuous qualities are frustrated. This is so in the case of the muledriver’s wife and the servant who finally murders her (story 2), but it is also true in the long and tortuous tenth story, where the warrior Amador’s attempts to transgress social barriers and possess the young Florida lead not only to violence against the woman, but to the woman’s violence against herself. There is an element of pathological obsession in such stories. But the most pervasive motive has to do with the masculine ethos of honour and military glory. There are implicit structural parallels between military and sexual violence in the Amador story; in fact the whole story can be seen as a kind of exploration of the uglier implications of the concept and practice of chivalrous love.

Hircan openly advocates rape in order to avert the threat to a gentleman’s honour posed by resistance to seduction. The borderline between the two is indeed frequently blurred, as in stories 14 and 16 (both told by men), where the valiant Admiral Bonnivet outdoes his Italian rivals and overcomes the resistance of two Italian women during the French occupation of Milan. Both the newer and the older senses of the term ‘chauvinism’ sum up these examples. To fail in an attempted rape constitutes the greatest humiliation for these men. Bonnivet again, in story 4, attempts to rape a high-born princess (rumoured by Brantôme to be Marguerite herself), only to be fought off by the lady’s superior strength. Significantly, the storytellers agree that the woman was wise not to expose her attacker, since the prevailing view was (as also in story 62) that women only spoke of rape in order to mask their complicity, and that willing or not they were in any case dishonoured.

But the chief rapists and seducers are monks and friars. In fact almost all the many stories concerning monks and friars centre on this theme. They may rape or abduct in revenge for resistance (stories 5, 46), or because they take it to be some sort of right (stories 23, 31, 48 and 72, where the victim is a nun). They often associate it with punishment and penance (stories 46, 22, 41). In story 23 a rape-victim’s suicide is actually attributed to the theology she learned from the Franciscans, with its stress on self-redemption by good works rather than on acceptance of human nature and grace freely given by a merciful God. But it is also stated that the woman feared for the purity of the family line. Even a story like story 11, which at first sight is purely scatological, is linked with monastic rape and fear of dishonour.

Coupled with the evangelical critique of Franciscan theology these tales are more than the traditional medieval farces about lecherous and gluttonous monks. Why are the religious orders depicted so consistently as sexually dangerous? It is not just criticism of the corruptness of monastic life, though it is that as well, or a portrayal of exploding frustrations. Clerical sexuality as such does not appear scandalous. There are two stories (56 and 61) in which women themselves initiate ‘marriage’ with clerics, creating situations which are treated humorously and somewhat ambivalently. It seems rather to be clerical aggression against, and degradation of, women that is presented in particularly horrific and horrified terms. Evangelical thinkers such as Erasmus and Rabelais had criticized the celibate life of monks and priests because it presupposed the inferiority of marriage. It also presupposed the biological, moral and intellectual inferiority of women (Rabelais’s own views on this are not easy to determine). The reader of the Heptaméron may be able to link the work’s evident dislike of friars to this background, that is, to the anti-feminist, anti-family and anti-marriage implications of the monastic outlook. Amongst other details it is worth noting that there is particular resentment in the Heptaméron of the intrusion of friars into family life, in part no doubt because of the threat to legitimacy and thus to a whole aristocratic society based on in heritance. Also, the victims of rape are frequently presented as women distinguished by being particularly active, clever or virtuous. Rape seeks to show that they are none of these. It has been claimed as a general principle that in periods when women show signs of assertiveness there is a corresponding preoccupation with violence against them. Be this as it may, in the Heptaméron the representation of rape is used in two main ways: as proof of the worth of women and as proof of the aggressive intentions of the men.

If one goes further and asks why the Heptaméron should be so concerned with the themes of celibacy and marriage, one possible answer is that an aristocratic society in a changing world was necessarily concerned with procreation and marriage rules in order to sustain itself. This concern is stated explicitly as well as implicitly, as we shall see. The ideology of marriage which emerges does so negatively, by way of examples of infractions, and is not without ambivalences and unresolved contradictions. Many stories deal with the infidelities of married people. The fate of the erring wife is usually different from that of the wenching husband. Thus the President of Grenoble poisons his wife for taking a lover (story 36). A German nobleman (story 32) imposes on his wife a macabre, ritualistic punishment, which eventually leads to expiation of her offence. A wife is beaten (story 35) for her ‘spiritual’ love for a visiting friar. Story 70 is an evocation of the claustrophobic atmosphere of a feudal court where private passion and public honour vie with one another; but at its core is the representation of the Duchess of Burgundy as a woman depraved by jealousy and lust whose verbal revenge leads to death and perpetual shame. The male fear of cuckoldry is everywhere, and in one case (story 47) becomes so obsessive as to actually provoke it.

Not all the Heptaméron’s women fare badly by any means. Some of the sexually enterprising ones reflect the fabliau tradition: wayward and wanton women of lowly station outwit old or stupid husbands. Their high-born counterparts in stories 43 and 49 have to go to extreme lengths for sexual gratification, and they have to resort to desperate measures in order to conceal their activities and conserve their reputation. Some of the more extended stories include tentative justification of the woman’s action, even if the storyteller and his or her companions do not accept it in discussion. The woman in story 61, for example, escapes what is described as domestic ‘slavery’ to live happily (though not quite ever after) with a canon of the Church. The energetic lady in story 15 is eventually locked up for the tricks she perpetrates upon her husband, but not before she has hugely enjoyed herself and delivered a closely argued speech during the course of which she asserts that ‘although the law of men attaches dishonour to women who fall in love with those who are not their husbands, the law of God does not exempt men who fall in love with women who are not their wives’. Here, as elsewhere in the Heptaméron, the prevailing ethos is being challenged in reforming evangelical terms.

When the husband is unfaithful in the stories the role of the wife is fairly clearly defined, although all the storytellers do not always agree with all the implications. The paradigmatic case is story 37, in which a husband has an affair with a chambermaid, who is made to symbolize disorder, dirt and decay of the family fortunes. He is ‘converted’ by several acts of ritual significance on the part of his devout and devoted wife, who simultaneously restores order, purity and prosperity. A similar role is assumed in stories 38, 54, 59, 68, 69 and 71, in all of which a man’s unfaithfulness is arrested by a wife’s patience and ingenuity. Fidelity and long-suffering virtually make a saint of the wife who is marooned with her husband on a desert island (story 67).

There are few stories of reciprocal infidelity. The Queen of Naples, however, does take as her lover the husband of her own husband’s mistress, and does so out of revenge, though she never discloses what she has done (story 3). Ignorance is also important in the neat farce of story 8, where a husband is unknowingly faithful, and his wife unknowingly unfaithful: she substitutes herself for a chambermaid (compare also story 45), and he invites his drinking-companion to share the spoils. In both these stories it is the husband’s own infidelity that brings about his cuckoldry. Thus alongside those tales advocating the wife’s moral influence as the remedy for her partner’s unfaithfulness, there is a small minority of stories claiming something approaching a symmetry of sexual rights in marriage. But only one form of extramarital relationship is overtly sanctioned – that of the serviteur and his lady. This too turns out to embody the same values as marriage itself. According to the serviteur practice as the Heptaméron presents it, a married aristocratic woman has the right to maintain several devoted knights in her service. Such men are clearly not on a par with chambermaids, as story 58 makes, clear. ‘Fidelity’ is required of both partners: ladies who betray their admirers are denigrated in stories 20 and 53, and the rule for serviteurs themselves is made clear in 58 and 63. Indeed story 63 implies that fidelity to one’s lady is a stronger influence than fidelity to one’s wife – a position which Parlamente at least criticizes. Since it is supposed to be chaste, the serviteur relationship, this remnant of courtly and chivalric love, can coexist with faithful marriage; in fact it is virtually a simulacrum of marriage. Nevertheless, there is evidently considerable anxiety about the institution as such, as the Amador and Florida story strongly indicates.

The stories of wanton women were traditionally exempla of their inferior nature, and this is how some of the male storytellers use them. But in the context of the work as a whole they emerge more as a means of rejecting the asymmetrical marriage in which the male has greater sexual freedom. In practice, of course, lineal purity was so important to the aristocratic circle that female infidelity could not be condoned; so the symmetry is achieved by demanding male fidelity and seeking to achieve it by any means. If those means involve sacrifice and humiliation, the suffering takes on a sanctifying quality. The nature of the importance of marriage for the storytellers becomes clear when one looks at the numerous stories which are essentially concerned with the question: ‘Who may marry whom upon whose authority?’ This was a question much discussed by sixteenth-century jurists and others (Erasmus and Rabelais, for example) who rejected the purely sacramental view of marriage to concentrate on its social and political function.

Stories 21 and 40, which are concerned with clandestine marriages entered into without family consent, pinpoint the issues. In both tales the family in question is probably the ancient family of Rohan. Story 40 gives us a count (the father of the heroine of 21) who preserves the honour of his blood by slaughtering his sister’s secret husband, a lesser nobleman, and by locking his sister up in a castle in a forest. After the story Saffredent demands to know why a lesser nobleman should not marry a lady of higher status. He is told by Dagoucin:



The reason is… that in order to maintain peace in the state, consideration is given only to the rank of families, the seniority of individuals and the provisions of the law, and not to men’s love and virtue, in order that the monarchy should not be undermined.

Men or women in the Heptaméron who transgress or try to transgress this rule frequently come to a tragic or ‘piteous’ end. There is sympathy for individual affections, but the social imperative remains paramount, and the resulting conflict is presented as a natural inevitability. It is a conflict which is generally ‘resolved’ or sublimated in some sort of religious transcendence. Discussing story 40, Parlamente verbalizes such a ‘solution’ in the language of evangelism, expressing a hope that somehow personal, parental and social preference will merge in submission to divine will. Her own earlier story about Rolandine (Anne de Rohan) is structured to the same end. The thirty-year-old heroine’s secret marriage to a bastard is disapproved of by the Queen (Anne of Brittany), and she is locked up in the forest castle mentioned in story 40. But the marriage falls within the letter of ecclesiastical law. There is thus a confrontation of church and state. Evangelical opinion was in general opposed to the ecclesiastical marriage laws, not least because it was mainly the friars who were called upon to exploit them. However, in the story Rolandine’s feelings are treated with great respect by the storyteller, and there is no clear taking of sides on the issues involved. Rather, the story is so set up that the conflict is resolved by the course of events which are narrated. Rolandine’s ‘perfect’ love for the bastard is preserved, but since he deserts her and dies, she is able to be reconciled with her family, make a suitable marriage (with Pierre de Rohan) and produce suitable heirs.


The problem in these two stories is how to dissolve misalliances once they have been contracted. Some stories deal with the prevention of misalliances. Men and women whose choices are disapproved of and effectively suppressed vent their emotions in expressions of mystical union. Thus the man in story 9 is not permitted to love the lady of his choice within marriage, and his love is too ‘perfect’ to love her outside of marriage, so the only possible union is a deathbed embrace which assimilates human love to mystical love of God. Story 19 works this solution out in more explicit detail. A misalliance between a rich lady and a poor nobleman is blocked, and the lovers enter the religious life, he the Observant Franciscans, she the sister order of St Clare. Paradoxically united in their separation they transform their desires for one another into parallel mystical marriages. It is in the ensuing dialogue that Parlamente expounds her famous Platonic doctrine of ‘perfect’ love, a doctrine that enables tragic contradictions to be transcendentally resolved – that is, not resolved at all but merely mystified. Adulterous affections may be ‘resolved’ in the same way. In story 24, the narcissistic knight Elisor, who loves above his station, converts his chivalrous love and becomes a hermit. There is a not dissimilar pattern in story 13. But almost the reverse seems to be the case in story 64, where we have family approval of a marriage apparently producing the lady’s rejection of her suitor, who subsequently consoles himself with the cloister. Even here, however, it is hinted that the girl’s self-frustration is the result of an excessive sense of family honour seeking to outdo her parents and relatives. All four of the tales of the transformation of frustrated love into spiritual love contain verse passages – passages in which linguistic resonances are fully (if somewhat cumbersomely) exploited in order to express the notion of transcendent passion.

With the tales of perfect lovers turning into mystical recluses we come full circle from the image of friars as wandering sexual predators. Just as in the Prologue the storytellers visit a ‘good’ and a ‘bad’ monastery, so the monastic institutions portrayed in the stories are double-edged. On the one hand there is sexual aggression and abasement; friars attack women, intrude into the family, disrupt the social order. On the other hand, there is sexual suppression and sublimation; frustrated lovers leave society in order not to transgress its rules, entering the inner mystical world in order to resolve their conflict with such rules. Thus the obverse of the image of the monk as rapist is the image of the secular person ravished by divine love. The religious outlook which condemns the worldliness of corrupt religious orders, but espouses the direct mystical approach to God, is typical of moderate reforming evangelism such as Marguerite’s own. It is possible to consider its manifestation in the Heptaméron in isolation, but to do so is to fail to interpret its significance in relation to the work as a whole. In the world of the Heptaméron there is a thematic logic which relates the image of the religious life not only to the contemporary problem of the nature and status of women, but also to an intense preoccupation with preserving the fine nuances of the aristocratic hierarchy through the rules and rites of marriage. This by no means exhausts the fictional fabric of the Heptaméron and its implications; there are many more intricate patterns which the reader may wish to puzzle out for himself.



4. TRANSLATIONS

The first work of Marguerite of Navarre to attract the attention of an English translator was not the Heptaméron but a long religious poem called Le Miroir de I’ame pécheresse (The Mirror of the Sinful Soul), first published in 1531. It appeared in England in 1548 and again in 1570 with the title A Godly Meditation of the Christian Soul. There are two reasons why it is worth mentioning. One is that it had been condemned by the Sorbonne because it was alleged to contain heretical elements. The other is that the translator, according to the title page, was none other than the eleven-year-old daughter of Henry VIII, Elizabeth, the future queen and head of the English church.


It was during Elizabeth’s reign that the Heptaméron itself was first translated, with the title The Queen of Navarre’s Tales Containing Verie pleasant Discourses of fortunate lovers. Seventeen tales only were included: the first nine from the first day, stories 2, 4, 5 and 6 from the second day, stories 9 and 10 from the third day and two tales that do not appear to belong to the French corpus at all. The discussion passages linking the stories were omitted altogether. The title suggests that Boaistuau’s edition was the basis of the translation, but unlike Boaistuau’s version it clearly attributes the collection to Marguerite. Indeed the writer of the preface (who admits that he has not even read the book!) regards Marguerite’s name on the title page as sufficient recommendation to English readers, and so feels confident in offering to them ‘pleasure and recreation… contained within the limits both of wit and modesty’.

The first complete translation appeared during Cromwell’s Commonwealth, and was by Robert Codrington, who also translated a number of theological and devotional works. He followed the Gruget text (although his title partly follows Boaistuau’s), with the exception of the verse passages, which he left out. In his ‘To the Reader’, Codrington gives a glimpse of the way the Heptaméron was interpreted. Marguerite was still associated primarily with reformed religion and the Heptaméron is presented as above all an edifying text. Though slightly uncertain of Marguerite’s exact theological orientation (‘For the Divinity of this great Lady in many places here inferred, it is left to your Candor to interpret of it’), he thinks the moral and philosophical content indubitable:



… for the Philosophy you shall undoubtedly find, that most wisely she hath sorted her discourse, in fit persons, to the four Complexions of the Natural Body. Besides, you shall everywhere read most excellent Precepts of Moral Philosophy…

Moreover, he regards the Heptaméron as aimed at ecclesiastical authority, Catholic theologians and the religious orders: the ‘Canonists’, the ‘Casuists’ and the ‘Friers and Religious Men’. Indeed, according to Codrington it was the ‘Friers and Religious Men’ who had deliberately suppressed the last three days of tales, and Gruget’s preface was essentially a complaint about such interference. As well as appealing to the religious content of the work, Codrington found it necessary to appease the puritanical spirit by apologizing for anything that might appear ‘too light’. He begs the reader to balance it with ‘that which shall be found more solid’, and to attribute lapses of taste to the ‘simplicity of those times, and to the condition of that Court, where Mars and Venus were for a long time the two culminating Planets’.


An attempt to produce a popular English version was made around 1750 in a collaborative translation: Novels, Tales and Stories. Written Originally in French, by Marguerite de Valois, Queen of Navar. There were only eight tales (the first six, the eighth and ninth), no Prologue, and none of the discussion passages. The anonymous translators gave no indication of the text they used. It could have been a stylistically updated edition which first appeared in France in 1698, and which became the standard eighteenth-century version.

Codrington’s translation remained the only serious attempt until Victorian scholar’s got to work on Le Roux de Lincy’s new French edition of 1853–4, apparently as much in search of the erotic as in a desire for scholarly accuracy. Walter Keating Kelly came to the Heptaméron after translating Boccaccio’s Decameron (1864), and after editing and translating two volumes entitled Erotica (1848). His Heptameron of Margaret, Queen of Navarre proclaims the authenticity of Le Roux de Lincy’s text, on which the translation is supposed to be based. It also includes the three alternative stories of dubious authenticity found only in Gruget’s edition. But the verse passages (stories 13, 19, 26 and 64), which are an intrinsic part of the French versions, are either completely omitted or briefly summarized in prose. Kelly’s translation proved fairly successful. There were re-issues incorporating the engraved illustrations of Leopold Flameng, which had been used in a French edition of 1870-72 by Paul Lacroix, and there were others using the engravings of S. Freudenberger and B. A. Dunker found in French editions of the eighteenth century. Like all the Victorian and early-twentieth-century translators of the Heptaméron Kelly is anxious about its content. Whereas Codrington had been able to emphasize uplifting philosophy, Kelly can only worry about ‘the questionable morality’ and the ‘free language’. Inexplicably, he believes that the Heptaméron’s first editors (‘those manifold offenders’) were responsible for what he calls ‘grossly obscene passages’. The attitude still persists in a selection from Kelly’s version published in 1927, which suppresses what are described as ‘such discussions as are… of a tiresomely waggish turn’ and modifies ‘an occasional phrase that seemed unnecessarily crude’. The Kelly translation itself is frequently inaccurate, and, with its literary archaisms embedded in nineteenth-century literary syntax, largely indigestible.

Arthur Machen, a translator of Casanova’s Mémoires and a prolific editor and essayist, took up the cudgels against his predecessors in the preface to his own, new and (so he claimed) complete, accurate and stylistically appropriate translation, which was privately printed in 1885. Codrington’s translation he thought ‘careless and hasty’, Kelly’s marred by ‘phenomenal ignorance and portentous blundering’. True, Kelly omits some passages, mistranslates others and misunderstands sixteenth-century customs. But Machen’s own attempts to ‘give the work a thoroughly English dress’ are not altogether happy, either. He, too, misunderstands sixteenth-century social institutions. A significant example is marriage by ‘paroles de présent’(‘words in the present’), which, stretching syntax and vocabulary beyond credibility, is translated as ‘word and gift’. However, Machen’s great pride is his style. He feels impelled, he declares, to choose an older form of English: ‘The work is calculated to remind readers rather of Walton than Macaulay.’ No attention was given apparently to the stylistic variation within the text, which distinguishes speakers and types of discourse. The result, when it is not some species of mistranslation, constitutes a serious stylistic obstacle for a twentieth-century reader. For example, the apothecary’s servant in story 52, which is essentially a scatological farce, picks up some frozen excrement. ‘Straightway,’ goes the translation, ‘he wrapped it in a brave white paper.’ Archaisms like ‘much folk’ (Prologue), ‘arrant knave’ and ‘fain to try to make a child’ (story 41) can only be read ironically in current English. Machen’s version has one merit, however, and that is its relative completeness: Le Roux’s text with the alternative Gruget tales for 44 and 46 (the alternative for 11 is omitted without comment), and translations of the original verse passages into English verse.

The handsomest and most scholarly of the nineteenth-century translations was by John Smith Chartres, a lawyer, and a translator of Flaubert’s Salammbô. Published in 1894 in five volumes for the Society of English Bibliophilists, it had an introduction by George Saintsbury, was extensively annotated on the Le Roux model and carried the Freudenberg and Dunker engravings. The text is complete and the verse passages rendered in verse. The translation is predominantly accurate, though a few problems (‘paroles de présent’, again) persist. The style does not suffer from imposed archaisms. The greatest disadvantage of this version is that like its source, the Le Roux edition, it does not make use of the de Thou manuscript.

The last in the line of Victorian translations is stamped Unexpurgated. It was claimed to be a totally new rendering by ‘W – that is, W. M. Thomson, who was responsible for translations of an astonishingly wide variety: the Song of Songs, Boccaccio, Rabelais, Renan, Schopenhauer and Tolstoy. This ‘unexpurgated’ translation of the Heptaméron is actually the most coy of all. Without comment it suppresses the story of the lady in the latrines (story 11) and the story of the frozen faeces (story 52), and makes many verbal modifications. Without stating his source text W. M. Thomson appears to be using Le Roux selectively, with an admixture of an earlier edition by Lacroix. He follows Kelly in glossing over the verse passages.

It is worth repeating that there exists no definitive critical edition of the Heptaméron. What we have from Marguerite’s day are the seventeen variant manuscripts and the two conflicting printed editions. Codrington’s translation represents the most complete of these two early editions, that of Gruget. The Victorian translators represent an attempt to establish a translation on the basis of the manuscript sources. Since then there have been improvements (though not as many as one might wish) in our knowledge of these sources. It is on the most up-to-date accessible edition of the manuscript source – that of Michel François – that the present translation is based. In addition, however, and for the first time in an English translation, it utilizes the de Thou manuscript of 1553. Though clearly heavily edited by de Thou, this manuscript is linguistically the most coherent in the corpus, and offers a sixteenth-century reader’s clarification of the difficulties found in the other manuscripts. But the present translation does not pretend to be a critical edition, so the de Thou variants are not quoted systematically, but incorporated in the text according to two criteria. They are used (a) if they make better sense contextually than the François version and (b) if they offer a bolder or more illuminating reading from a historical point of view. All readings from de Thou are indicated by [ ]. Variants from Gruget’s edition have not been used, and this includes his three alternative tales, which at the present time are still difficult to attribute. The summaries of the tales are based on de Thou.



5. TRANSLATABILITY

The most obvious of the problems any translator of the Heptaméron faces is the confused condition of numerous passages in his source. Fortunately, where the sense is contradictory or obscure, or where narrative sequence is awkward, it is possible to make plausible deductions from the surrounding context, as would any French reader of the original. The guiding principle has been to reproduce in English a meaningful reading of the original, not a mechanical transcription of words on a page. There are, however, more serious and more interesting problems, and they are of three kinds.


The problem of the first kind is that of’accessing’ a world that is at once familiar yet not familiar. Translation is only possible to the extent that the cultures (in the broadest sense) on which the two languages depend overlap. There is sufficient cultural difference in the case of the Heptaméron to make the task of translation interesting and revealing, but sufficient cultural overlap for translation to be relatively direct. Nonetheless this leaves a large area of meaning where the sets of words encoding social institutions, relationships, moral categories and the like do not coincide exactly with those of modern English (or those of modern French, for that matter). This kind of problem is closely linked to the second and third. The second kind of problem results from the unique peculiarities of the source language. Two or more different words or parts of words may be phonologically similar in the language of the original, but their available translation equivalents may be dissimilar. In other words, puns, ambiguities and verbal associations cannot always be transposed, which means that important aspects of the original mental world may be lost. The third kind of problem has to do with personal style of speech and with ‘register’, that is, with variation in style depending on who is speaking on which topic in which circumstances. This is a delicate matter in translation, since it has to do with highly variable and rapidly changing social expectations of one kind or another. With these three perennial translation problems in mind the most a translator can do is indicate his own practice and point out the areas where there appear to be inherent blockages in transmission.

Certain of the social institutions in the Heptaméron seem to be best dealt with by using loan-words – that is, by keeping French originals, many of which may already be familiar to English speakers. Thus terms like gouvernante, maître des requêtes, etc., seem to be culturally specific enough, yet intelligible enough, to warrant their retention in a number of instances. The same is true of terms of address like Monsieur, Madame, which are also used in circumstances (such as conversation between spouses) where their rough equivalents would sound distinctly odd to modern readers. Important words and concepts such as gentilhomme(‘noble-man’) and serviteur (a servant – who could be a lesser noble serving a superior, but also a nobleman chivalrously ‘serving’ a lady) are sufficiently remote as to require varying treatment to bring out relevant meanings in specific contexts. Such terms often cover a semantic space that is now subdivided and covered by several specialized words in modern English. This is particularly true of vocabulary denoting moral categories and emotional reactions. The word honnête is one of the most crucial in the whole Heptaméron. Its semantic space is covered by many different modern English words, from ‘aristocratic’ to ‘chaste’. The conflation of categories of this kind is thematically important in a number of stories – for instance, the storytellers’ surprise that a low-born working woman (story 5) or a bourgeoise (story 42) could have ‘noble’ principles, where ‘noble’ merges social with moral categories. While the English word ‘noble’ does in fact in this case cover something of the appropriate area of meaning, it is not always a feasible translation for a specific context. Faced with this situation, translators have various courses. They can opt for loan translation, that is, consistently use some such word as ‘honest’ or ‘honourable’, and extend the normal boundaries of its English meaning and use, at the cost of linguistic awkwardness. Or they can vary the translation depending on context, possibly disturbing the original conceptual world. In other words, although it might be consistent to use, say, ‘honest’ to translate honnête, ‘honest’ may not ‘sound right’ in all those instances where consistency would require it. For the sake of naturalness and fluency, I have generally chosen to vary the translations according to English context.

Amongst other things the Heptaméron is concerned with language itself, with the expression, disguise and distortion of meaning, and with the sensuous substance of speech. There is thus in the original a whole stratum of meaning which derives from the particular shapes and sounds of the French used, and which is manifested in numerous kinds of repetition, multiple meaning and word-play. When it is purely a matter of rhetorical repetition of words or phrases, this can usually be matched in English, and similar effects reproduced, though where it seems likely to appear so heavy-handed as to impede reading, I have taken the liberty of reducing it. But there are many instances where the structure of English simply does not permit one to suggest the same associations and categorizations as the original. The term Cordelier is a significant example. One possible translation is ‘Cordelier’, but this would not be widely understood, and I have preferred to use the more intelligible ‘Franciscan’ or simply ‘friar’. In so doing I have lost some of the semantic possibilities of Cordelier, which incorporates the’word ‘cord’, but many others would have been lost in any case. Only just beneath the surface of the Heptaméron there are some surprisingly relevant ramifications of the French word Cordelier. Corde (‘cord’) may be obvious; lier (‘bind’, ‘tie’) is less so; délier (‘unbind’, ‘untie’) even less so. But there is a constant harping on the theme of bonds, obligations, ties and relationships, and the various ways in which they can be made, maintained or undone. Moreover, this gives sense to an otherwise obscure exchange between Oisille and Nomerfide after story 5, where a pun on the word nouer(‘to tie’, but also ‘to swim’) carries both a sexual connotation (derived from the tying knots meaning) and an allusion to the Cordeliers (tiers of knots). In fact, one of the storytellers explicitly defines the Franciscans as those who both bind and unbind bonds – in this instance, the bonds of marriage. There are many other such examples. Here are a few. The contrast between ordre and ordure is one that can be carried into English, and one which is thematically important, since the Heptaméron is concerned with order, with purity in its various senses, and hence with disorder and impurity. The word mystère (in story 61, for instance) means both ‘sacred mystery’ and .’play-acting’. Oraison (story 58) means both ‘speech’ (in its two senses) and ‘prayer’. The laboureur in story 29 cannot be translated ‘labourer’, since the term actually denotes a well-off peasant farmer, but the point of the story thereby becomes obscured, because the erotic connotation of ‘labouring’ or ‘working’, which recurs throughout the book, is excluded. Play on words is most prominent, as one would expect, in the verse passages, some of which in fact explicitly refer to their own use of language. A typical example is the pun on the word diamant(‘diamond’) in the verse epistle in story 13. From diamant is extracted the two words dy (a sixteenth-century form of the imperative ‘say’) and amant(‘[male] lover’). It may be no coincidence that this tale is told by Parlamente, whose very name contains the words parle amante(‘speak [female] lover’). The Heptaméron probably contains more such covert meanings than is generally realized; many of them are untranslatable, and the reader of any translation should bear this in mind.

Some critics have found the style of the Heptaméron flat, others have thought it marked by a lively variety of tone. In my view the second assessment is the correct one, and it is important to try to convey this in an English translation. It is a feature that the earlier translations tended to mask with their uniformly archaic style. Discrepancy or inconsistency of style needs to be sharply distinguished from stylistic variation related to subject matter, communicative intention, speaker’s personality and so on. It is certainly true that there appear to be discrepancies and inconsistencies in parts of the original. These are probably due to the unfinished or unpolished state of the manuscripts, and they are found particularly in tales where distinct episodes amounting to sub-stories seem to have been cobbled together. The changing narrative style in story 15 is a case in point, and there are others too (stories 21, 22, 23, 26, 42). Even these examples, however, can, if one so decides, be regarded as part and parcel of the spontaneous story-telling in which the narrators are supposed to be engaged.

The type of stylistic variation resulting primarily from subject matter, intention and personality is considerably more complex. Of these factors the most obvious is personality. If one looks carefully at the speech of the ten storytellers, it becomes clear that there is not only variation between male and female speech (in itself an important concretization of a central theme), but also variation between the speech of soldiers, courtiers, priests, youth and age. And there are other roles adopted by the storytellers as they discourse with one another: they may temporarily take on the language of preachers, philosophers, poets, lovers, wives, husbands… This accounts for the highly variable style of the dialogues, which ranges from personal bickering to earnest evangelical sermonizing.

Since the stories themselves are presented as told by ten different individuals, the stories too display differences of tone and content. One would not expect the cynical Saffredent to talk like the devout Oisille, or the young and forthright Nomerfide to talk like the ageing soldier Geburon. Nor should one expect their stories to be uniform in manner. There is in fact a clear positive correlation between individual storytellers and the length, content and language of the stories they tell. To complicate matters further, the storytellers recount narratives which themselves contain different characters and therefore different styles. Many stories contain set-piece speeches which in their rhetorical formality, and in some cases in their pomposity, stand out starkly against the surrounding text. Yet even this is not the final complication. Irony and parody are extremely important features of the dialogue passages, though they may easily go unnoticed. It sometimes happens that a given story-telling character, with his or her own already distinctive style of speech, may seek to incorporate within that style the distinctive style of somebody else. Thus one of the defining features of Saffredent’s style of speech is the way he frequently takes over the biblical style of evangelical speech or the idealizing vocabulary of Platonic love. Oisille actually complains about this in the discussion following story 36, and Parlamente after story 44 makes remarks about the difficulty of distinguishing true from specious language. This is another major theme of the Heptaméron, and since stylistic variations contribute to expressing it, it is important to try to maintain such variations in the translation.

In the last analysis it is of course vocabulary and the grammatical shape of sentences which expresses the oscillations between different styles. The present translation makes use of archaic wording and phrasing where it suits the character of the speaker and his or her purpose. The language of the Authorized Version of the Bible seems an effective (if strictly anachronistic) way of conveying the appropriate tone. And if plainer vocabulary appears alongside, this is not stylistic inconsistency, but an attempt to reflect the variety of the original. The Heptaméron’s syntax can be dauntingly contorted. There is one permanent stylistic tic which seems to be peculiar to the work, and that is the relatively high frequency of ‘consecutive’ (‘so… that’) clauses. So common are these that I have felt obliged to retain the construction; equally, however, the self-embedding of ‘so… that’ clauses can become so impossibly convoluted for modern English that I have felt obliged to reduce them in some passages. There are other kinds of syntactic complexity that remain because they seem to serve some stylistic end. The speech of Oisille, for instance, is marked by long but coherent sentences. Sometimes (though certainly not always) clumsy and difficult syntax may be parodistic in intent – as in the case of the English lord in story 57, who is the target of general ridicule.

Probably the strongest stylistic contrast in the Heptaméron is between prose and verse. In spite of the obvious pitfalls it seems to me to be essential to attempt to retain this distinction in translation, quite apart from the fact that the verse has, as has already been suggested, its own peculiar means of expressing obscure meanings. The renderings of the verse will doubtless appear trite, clumsy and pompous. Fortunately most of Marguerite’s verse (and the Heptaméron’s verse closely resembles it) is generally described in those terms by literary critics and historians. It is probably not part of the translator’s job to try to improve on the original, at least where taste rather than intelligibility is concerned. One can also take comfort in the fact that some of the verse passages are apparently regarded by some of the storytellers themselves as slightly ridiculous or even in some way suspect. After all, in the Prologue we are told that the storytellers had agreed to exclude men of letters. Moreover, the idea that poetry cannot really be translated at all is present in the book itself. Parlamente is using a conventional modest disclaimer in story 64 when she says that the hero’s verse epistle is a translation, and a bad one at that, from the Spanish. It is intriguing to realize that translation is actually an intrinsic part, even a theme, of the original Heptaméron text. An association is established in the Prologue with the enterprise of translating. More importantly, the text itself incorporates translations, paraphrases and parodies of various sources – mainly Scripture, but also Plato, Old French, Latin, Italian and Spanish. Any translation of the work is thus, at least in part, a translation of translations. In a curious sense translating it may even implicitly add to its meaning, for one of its essential themes is precisely the communication (or non-communication) of meaning.




BIOGRAPHICAL AND
HISTORICAL SUMMARY


	Life of Marguerite de Navarre

	Politics and Culture


	 

	1483         Birth of Luther


	 

	1486         First printed edition of Cent Nouvelles Nouvelles


	1492         Birth of Marguerite, to Charles d’Angoulême and Louise de Savoie

	1492         Columbus discovers America


	1494         Birth of her brother, François

	1494         First French invasion of Italy


	1498         François becomes heir apparent

	1498         Death of King Charles VIII without heir; the Duke of Orleans becomes Louis XII, and re-starts Italian wars


	1509         Marguerite marries Charles, duc d’Alençon

	 


	 

	1514         Louis XII marries Henry VIII’s sister Mary


	 

	1515         Louis XII dies; François I accedes


	 

	1516         Erasmus’s edition of the New Testament


	1517         Marguerite concerned with reform of convents. Has contacts with humanist reformer Lefevre d’Étaples. Poet Marot enters her service

	1517         Luther’s theses against papal indulgences


	 

	1519         Charles I of Spain, François I’s main enemy, elected Holy Roman Emperor


	1521         Marguerite starts correspondence with Briçonnet, Bishop of Meaux, moderate reformer and mystical theologian.

	1521         Luther condemned by Sorbonne and excommunicated. First war between François and Charles V


	 

	1522         Lefevre d’Étaples’s Commentaries on the Gospels. Alliance of Charles V and Henry VIII against France


	 

	1523         Lefevre’s French translation of the New Testament. Zwingli reforms Zurich


	1524         Composes Dialogue in the form of a Nocturnal Vision, not published till 1533. Has Luther’s treatise on monastic views translated

	1524         François conquers Milan


	1525         Marguerite’s husband dies. She goes to Madrid to negotiate her brother’s release

	1525         Battle of Pavia. François captured. Louise de Savoie regent


	 

	1526         Treaty of Madrid. François freed


	1527         Marries Henri d’Albret, King of Navarre

	 


	1528         Her daughter, Jeanne d’Albret, future mother of Henri IV, born

	1528         Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier translated into French. Bâle, Beme, Strasbourg join Reformation


	1529         Participates in peace negotiations led by her mother and Margaret of Austria

	1529         War in Italy, defeat of French. Peace of Cambrai


	1530         Lefevre residing at Marguerite’s court at Nérac

	 


	1531         Her mother dies. Mirror of the Sinful Soul published

	 


	1532         Marguerite and François encourage reformist preaching

	1532         Rabelais’s Pantagruel


	1533         Marguerite’s Mirror condemned by the 1533 Sorbonne after re-edition including Marot’s translation of psalm 6; François intervenes

	1533         Sorbonne accuses Marguerite’s chaplain, Gérard Roussel, of heresy


	1534         Marguerite bides her time in Navarre

	1534         Anti-Catholic poster campaign triggers persecution of Protestants (‘affaire des placards’). Rabelais’s Gargantua. Henry VIII established head of English Church


	1535         Marguerite returns to François’s court

	 


	1536          Takes Bonaventure des Périers into her service

	1536         Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion. War with Charles V


	1536         Active participation in brother’s policies and in peace talks

	 


	 

	1538         Geneva joins Reformation


	1541         Marguerite’s daughter, Jeanne, forced by François to marry William, Duke of Cleves. Marguerite’s prestige waning

	1541         French version of Calvin’s Institutes


	1524–4     Marguerite at Nérac, Mont-de-Marsan and Pau. Returns to Court

	1542–4     Further war against Charles V. Ends with Peace of Crépy


	1545         Jeanne’s unconsummated marriage annulled

	1545         Beginning of Council of Trent. Calvin criticizes ‘spirituallibertine sect’ patronized by Marguerite. French translation of Decameron, dedicated to Marguerite


	1546         Marguerite and husband return to Navarre

	1546         Luther dies. Rabelais’s Third Book


	1547         Marguerite mourns François. Retreat in convent at Tusson. Publication of her Marguerites de la Marguerite des Princesses and Suyte des Marguerites…

	1547         François I dies. Henri II accedes


	1548         Returns to Court. Strained relations with Henri II, who imposes marriage of Marguerite’s daughter to the duc de Vendôme

	 


	1549         Retires to Navarre and dies at castle of Odos on 21 December

	1549         Rabelais’s Fourth Book.
England declares war on France




THE NAMES OF THE STORYTELLERS

Oisille Variously identified with Marguerite de Navarre, with Marguerite’s mother, Louise de Savoie, and with Louise de Daillon (Brantôme’s grandmother and dame d’honneur to Marguerite). The latter identification seems most plausible. Loise (a common spelling of Louise) could become the anagram oisel (‘bird’), whence the feminine form oiselle, becoming Oisille in manuscripts. The name suggests spiritual flight.

Parlamente Usually identified with Marguerite de Navarre. The name may derive from perle amante (‘loving pearl’). Marguerite and her contemporaries often punned on the word marguerite, which also means ‘pearl’. If the name is read parle amante, it suggests the expression of love in speech; the word parlementer means ‘to speak’ or ‘to discourse’. Married to Hircan, according to the text.

Longarine Widely accepted to be based on an anagram of Longrai. She would thus be Aymée Motier de La Fayette, bail-live de Caen and dame de Longrai, who was one of Marguerite’s ladies-in-waiting, accompanied her to Spain to negotiate Francois’s release and was gouvernante to her daughter and grandchildren. The name suggests langue orine (‘golden tongue’). Longarine’s husband is killed during the Prologue. She has a serviteur, who may be either Dagoucin or Saffredent.

Ennasuite Can be resolved into Anne and suite (‘retinue’), which has been taken to support Ennasuite’s identification with Anne de Vivonne, daughter of Louise de Daillon (who could be Oisille) and mother of Brantôme. The latter actually states that his mother was one of the storytellers. The name does not seem to have any obvious associated meanings.

Nomerfide Has for a long time been linked with the name Fiedmarcon, an alternative spelling of Fimarcon. Nomerfide could thus be Françoise de Fimarcon, who was married to one Jean Carbon de Montpesat. This has been questioned on the grounds that the couple had only tenuous links with Marguerite. An alternative possibility is another prominent member of Marguerite’s entourage, Françoise de Silly, daughter of the baillive de Caen. Nomerfide could thus be the daughter of Longarine, though this is not mentioned in the text. Françoise de Silly was married to the vicomte de Lavedan, who has been proposed as the original of Saffredent (see below). There is nothing in the text to suggest that Nomerfide either is or is not Saffredent’s wife. Her name has evoked nom (‘name’) and the Latin fides (‘faith’) for some people, but can also be associated with non perfide (‘not perfidious’, hence ‘honest’, ‘frank’, ‘loyal’).

Hircan Generally agreed to represent Marguerite’s second husband, Henri de Navarre. Hircan could be an anagram of Hanric, a possible spelling of Henri. The Prologue makes it clear that he is married to Parlamente. The name suggests Hircania and its proverbial wildness, and hircin (‘goatish’, ‘goat-like’ and associations with sexuality and Satan).

Dagoucin Can be linked with Nicolas Dangu, natural son of a Cardinal; Abbot of Juilly, Abbot of Saint-Savin of Tarbes and Bishop of Séez and Mende. The text does not state that he is a priest. He is the serviteur of either Parlamente or Longarine. The name is a fairly obvious pun: de goûts saints (‘of saintly tastes’).

Saffredent Has been identified with the Admiral Bonnivet, Jean de Montpesat and with Jean (or Gensanne) de Bourbon, vicomte de Lavedan. Anagrams do not seem to lead very far. The vicomte de Lavedan was close to Henri of Navarre and gouverneur to Marguerite’s daughter. The name Lavedan could give rise to a pun: lave (‘wash’) dent (‘tooth’). So can the name Saffredent: saffie (‘lecherous’, ‘gluttonous’), dent (‘tooth’). Lavedan’s second wife was Françoise de Silly, who could be Nomerfide (see above). But the text does not say that Saffredent and Nomerfide are married, though we are told that Saffredent is serviteur to either Longarine or Parlamente. Note that Longarine could be his mother-in-law.

Geburon Most generally accepted to be Charles de Coucy, Seigneur de Burye, and a member of Marguerite’s circle in the later part of her life. There is some support for this if one accepts a near anagram between Gebur and Burye (Yebur could become Gebur). The name suggests a paradoxical mixture of liveliness and austerity. The first syllable (Ge in some versions, Gé in others, and Gue in others) evokes ‘jay’, ‘gay’, ‘lively’, ‘active’, ‘bright’, in sixteenth-century French. The second syllable associates with buron (‘hut’), bure (‘homespun’) and bur (‘dark’, ‘sombrely clad’).

Simontaut The accepted identification is with François de Bourdeille, the father of Brantôme, and husband of Anne de Vivonne. Simontaut could be married therefore to Ennasuite. The text does not state this, although it does tell us that he is a long-standing serviteur to Parlamente. The name could be an anagram of Montauris, a fief owned by Bourdeille’s family. There were also connections with the family of Montaut. But there is a fairly direct pun in the name: monte (‘mounts’, ‘rises’), haut (‘high’), an allusion to the character’s sexual prowess.
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THE HEPTAMERON

NOTE Square brackets [    ] denote readings from de Thou – see Introduction, p. 26.


SUMMARIES OF THE STORIES


	FIRST DAY:
	A COLLECTION OF LOW TRICKS PLAYED BY WOMEN ON MEN AND BY MEN ON WOMEN


	Prologue
	60


	Story 1
	71   A procurator’s wife, having been pursued by the Bishop of Sées, finds it profitable to accept his advances, but, no more content with the Bishop than with her husband, she finds more pleasure in a liaison with the son of the Lieutenant-General of Alençon, who is eventually butchered on her instructions by her husband, who is himself sent to the galleys along with a notorious sorcerer called Gallery.


	Story 2
	79   A mule-driver’s wife from Amboise prefers to die at the hand of a servant, rather than to submit to his evil desires.


	Story 3
	83   The Queen of Naples has revenge on her unfaithful husband, King Alfonso, by taking his mistress’s husband as her lover, an arrangement that endures to the end of their days, without the King ever suspecting.


	Story 4
	90   A young lord having met a lady of Flanders of higher birth than himself, and the sister of his master, and seeing she is twice a widow and a woman of character, wonders if a high-minded love-affair might not interest her. She refuses, he decides on violence, and she resists, but upon the advice of her lady-in-waiting keeps the matter quiet, and by degrees cuts the young man off, so that in the end his stupid presumption loses him such advantage as he had.


	Story 5
	98   Two Franciscans from Niort plot to rape the boatwoman ferrying them across the river at Coulon, but she, being as resourceful as she is virtuous, outwits them, so that they end up being handed over to the law, and by the law to the Father Superior of their convent, who punishes them as he sees fit.


	Story 6
	102   An old valet de chambre of the Duke of Alençon, who is blind in one eye, discovers his wife is having an affair with a young man, attempts to catch them out but is caught himself instead.


	Story 7
	105   Thanks to a certain merchant’s cleverness an old woman is tricked and her daughter’s honour saved.


	Story 8
	108   A man called Bornet, less faithful to his wife than she to him, wants to sleep with the chambermaid, and tells a friend, who, hoping to share in the spoils, joins in the plot, with the result that the husband goes to bed with his own wife, and unbeknown to both his wife and himself, arranges for his friend to go to bed with her too.


	Story 9
	115   A gentleman’s perfect love for his lady is so closely guarded that it leads him to his death, to the great grief of his beloved.


	Story 10
	122   Lady Florida, after the death of her husband, virtuously resists the advances of Amador who seeks to sully her honour, and withdraws to the religious life.


	SECOND DAY:
	ON WHICH IS DISCUSSED ALL MANNER OF THOUGHTS, AT THE PLEASURE OF THE STORYTELLERS


	Prologue
	155


	Story 11
	156   Madame de Roncex visits the Franciscan convent, is taken short and is discovered in an embarrassing condition by her male companions.


	Story 12
	158   The Duke of Florence, failing to capture the ear of the lady he loves, seeks to have her favours by means of the brother, who ostensibly agrees, but murders the Duke in his bed, thereby ridding his country of a tyrant, saving his own life and preserving the honour of his family.


	Story 13
	167   A galley captain devotes himself to the service of a certain lady, and sends her a diamond, which the lady returns to the captain’s wife, whereby the captain and his wife are reconciled, and the captain’s conscience lightened.


	Story 14
	181   The Seigneur de Bonnivet seeks to revenge himself on a lady’s cruelty, and advises an Italian gentleman on how he may win her favours, only to take the gentleman’s place and win the lady for himself.


	Story 15
	189   An ordinary gentleman of the court marries a rich lady through the good offices of King Francis, but neglects her, with the result that in her sorrow and despair she resolves to seek solace elsewhere.


	Story 16
	204   A lady of Milan, the widow of an Italian count, is determined never to remarry, or to love another man, but is wooed with such vigour and perseverance by a certain Frenchman that she grants his heart’s desire and eternal amity is sworn between them.


	Story 17
	210   King Francis, upon being requested to send Count Wilhelm from the kingdom for plotting against him, handles the Count in such a subtle manner that the Count departs of his own accord.


	Story 18
	214   A young scholar is in love with a most beautiful lady, and, in order to achieve his ends, succeeds in overcoming himself and his passionate desires in spite of all temptations, so that all his suffering turns to joy and the constancy of his love is rewarded.


	Story 19
	220   Paulina is in love with a gentleman, and he with her, but, being forbidden to speak to her, he becomes an Observant Franciscan, and she a nun of St Clare, in order to realize her desire that they should be united both in attire and manner of life.


	Story 20
	231   The Seigneur de Riant loves a widow who has long refused to grant his heart’s desires, but a certain incident quenches in an instant the long-smouldering fire in his soul.


	THIRD DAY:
	OF LADIES WHO HAVE GOODNESS AND PURITY IN LOVE AND OF THE HYPOCRISY AND WICKEDNESS OF MONKS


	Prologue
	235


	Story 21
	236   Rolandine, at the age of thirty, neglected by her father and disliked by her mistress, falls in love with a bastard of noble birth, to whom she promises herself in marriage, and, being in consequence still more harshly treated by her father, remains constant till the bastard’s death, whereafter she is married to a gentleman who bears the arms of her own family.


	Story 22
	255   Sister Marie Héroët is dishonourably approached by the Prior of Saint Martin-des-Champs, whom by the grace of God she vanquishes, to his discomfiture, and to her exaltation.


	Story 23
	267   Through holding too much in awe the order of Saint Francis, a gentleman of Périgord, his wife and his little child come to a tragic end.


	Story 24
	275   Elisor, too forward in disclosing his love to the Queen of Castile, is cruelly treated by her, is put to the test, brought much suffering, but in the end much profit.


	Story 25
	286   A certain young Prince, under the pretext of visiting his lawyer on business, pays court to the wife and eventually has his desires fulfilled.


	Story 26
	292   On the sisterly counsel of a good lady, the Seigneur d’Avannes renounces an unwise passion for a certain noblewoman residing near Pamplona.


	Story 27
	307   A certain secretary seeks the illicit favours of the wife of his host and colleague, but the virtuous wife tricks him, and reveals his designs to her husband.


	Story 28
	310   Bernard du Ha tricks a certain secretary who is trying to trick him.


	Story 29
	314   A certain curé is surprised by a farmer with whose wife he is frolicking, but thinks up a way of making his escape without the husband’s noticing.


	Story 30
	317   A young nobleman of some fourteen or fifteen years of age, thinking he is sleeping with one of his mother’s ladies, has relations with his mother, who nine months later gives birth to a little girl, who twelve or thirteen years later marries the young man, who is entirely unaware that he is her father and her brother, just as she is entirely unaware that she is his daughter and his sister.


	FOURTH DAY:

	PRINCIPALLY OF THE VIRTUE AND LONG-SUFFERING OF LADIES IN THE WINNING OVER OF THEIR HUSBANDS, AND OF THE PRUDENCE OF MEN WITH RESPECT TO THEIR WIVES FOR THE PRESERVATION OF THE HONOUR OF THEIR HOUSE AND LINEAGE


	Prologue
	324


	Story 31
	326   A Franciscan house is burned to the ground together with the friars in it as a perpetual reminder of the cruelties perpetrated by one of them upon a certain noble lady.


	Story 32
	331   Bernage hears of the macabre humiliation imposed as a penance upon a certain noble German lady by her husband, and persuades the husband to forget the past and take pity upon his wife, with the consequence that they are reconciled and raise several fine children.


	Story 33
	337   The sordid hypocrisy of a certain curé who under the cloak of sanctity got his sister with child, and how he was unmasked thanks to the good Count of Angoulême and handed over to the authorities.


	Story 34
	341   Two friars eavesdrop upon their hosts, and as a result of a misunderstanding put their lives in jeopardy.


	Story 35
	346   How a lady from Pamplona, thinking that spiritual love carries no dangers, strives to win the consideration of a Franciscan friar, and how her sensible husband without disclosing his knowledge of the matter succeeds in turning her against that which once she most adored, with the result that she devotes herself entirely to him.


	Story 36
	353   By means of a salad a certain President of Grenoble avenges himself upon a young clerk with whom his wife is having an affair, and preserves the honour of his house.


	Story 37
	358   Madame de Loué, by means of virtue and long-suffering, wins back her husband from his wicked life, with the result that both live in happiness greater than ever before.


	Story 38
	362   A townswoman of Tours is badly treated by her husband, but by treating him generously in return leads him to give up his liaison with a woman who farmed his land, and to go back to her.


	Story 39
	365   The Seigneur de Grignols delivers his house from a ghost that has troubled his wife so much that she had been unable to live there for two whole years.


	Story 40
	368   How the sister of the Comte de Jossebelin marries without her brother’s knowledge a gentleman; how, in spite of his liking for this gentleman, the brother subsequently has him killed because he is of a different house; and how his widow spends the rest of her days in the austerity of a hermitage.


	FIFTH DAY:

	OF WOMEN AND GIRLS WHO HAVE HELD HONOUR DEARER THAN PLEASURE, OF SOME WHO HAVE DONE THE OPPOSITE, AND OF THE SIMPLICITY OF OTHERS


	Prologue

	376


	Story 41

	377   On Christmas Eve a young noblewoman goes for confession to a Franciscan friar, who imposes such an extraordinary penance that she goes away without absolution, with the result that her mistress has the man flogged, bound and sent back to his Superior.


	Story 42

	381   A young Prince falls in love with a girl whose favours in spite of her lowly station he fails to win, with the result that in recognition of her virtue the Prince abandons the chase, holds her in great esteem for the rest of his days and marries her to a gentleman of his service.


	Story 43

	392   Jambique, preferring worldly renown to purity of conscience, desires to appear before men otherwise than as she truly is, but her lover unmasks her hypocrisy by means of a piece of chalk, thereby revealing the baseness she is at such pains to conceal.


	Story 44

	398   The Seigneur de Sedan doubles his offering to a certain Franciscan friar, and gives him two pigs instead of one because he does not try to disguise the truth.


	Story 45

	401   A certain tapestry-maker is asked by his wife to whip a chambermaid upon the feast of Holy Innocents, which he does in such a fashion that he bestows upon her those privileges that rightly belong to his wife alone, while the wife, being but simple-minded, refuses to believe such wickedness of her husband in spite of her neighbour’s efforts to disabuse her.


	Story 46

	406   A Franciscan by the name of De Vale is invited to dinner at the house of a judge, follows the wife up into the attic and is kicked downstairs for his trouble, whereupon he flees the town and takes refuge in the house of a lady so infatuated with the members of his order that she entrusts him with the chastisement of her daughter, whom he rapes.


	Story 47

	410   Two noblemen live together in such perfect friendship and trust that with the exception of the wife of one of them all they have is shared equally, until one day the married gentleman comes ground-lessly to suspect his friend, who, deeply insulted, swears he will not rest till he has in reality cuckolded his companion.


	Story 48

	414   A wicked old friar staying with a younger brother at an inn where a wedding feast is taking place waits till the bride leaves the party in order to take the place of the bridegroom, who is dancing with the guests.


	Story 49

	417   Several French noblemen, seeing their master the King well received by a certain foreign Countess and making bold to pursue her for themselves, severally receive her favours, discover they have been severally deceived, and swear vengeance, only to be discountenanced.


	Story 50

	424   Messire Jean-Pierre pursues a lady long and in vain, succumbs to an attack of melancholy, is bled by the physicians, but expires upon the fond attentions of his beloved, who in turn ends her own life.


	SIXTH DAY:

	OF THE DECEPTIONS PERPETRATED BY MEN ON WOMEN, BY WOMEN ON MEN, AND BY WOMEN ON WOMEN, THROUGH GREED, MALICE AND A DESIRE FOR VENGEANCE


	Prologue

	428


	Story 51

	429   The Duke of Urbino breaks his word to his wife and condemns to death by hanging a lady who has been carrying messages from his son to the girl he loves.


	Story 52

	434   An apothecary’s man provides a lawyer with a dainty morsel for his dinner one snowy morning.


	Story 53

	438   Madame de Neufchâtel provokes the Prince de Belhoste to put her to a test that turns to her dishonour.


	Story 54

	445   The wife of a man called Thogas, thinking he loves no one but her, permits a maid to entertain him and laughs out loud when they kiss before her very eyes.


	Story 55

	448   A merchant’s widow executes the last will and testament of her late husband to the advantage of herself and her children.


	Story 56

	451   A devout lady consults a friar in order to furnish her daughter with a husband, and unwittingly acquires for her a handsome young monk who dines and eats with his wife but returns by day to his monastery, until he is seen by mother and daughter singing mass in the monastery church.


	Story 57

	457   A noble English lord loves a lady seven long years without daring to declare himself, encounters her one day in a meadow, collapses with palpitations, seizes her gloved hand, keeps the glove, bedecks it with all manner of precious ornaments, and wears it next to his heart for evermore.


	Story 58

	461   A certain gentleman is given a false assignation by a lady he has offended and is made to look ridiculous before the whole court.


	Story 59

	465   This same lady, being much criticized by her husband for the men who devote themselves to her service, discovers that he is making amorous advances to a chambermaid and obliges him to permit her to lead the kind of life she desires.


	Story 60

	471   A Parisian, whose wife deserts him for one of the King’s cantors and subsequently feigns death, marries a second wife, lives with her for fifteen years and has several children by her, only to be forced to return to his first wife upon the discovery of her fraud.


	SEVENTH DAY:

	OF THOSE WHO HAVE ACTED CONTRARY TO THEIR DUTY OR TO THEIR DESIRES


	Prologue

	476


	Story 61

	478   A husband is reconciled with his wife after she has lived fifteen years with a canon from Autun.


	Story 62

	485   A certain lady tells a story, and to her great dishonour gives herself away by a slip of the tongue.


	Story 63

	488   A certain gentleman refuses to undertake an amorous adventure, enhances his reputation for virtue and earns the even greater love and respect of his wife.


	Story 64

	492   A lady puts to the test for six years the love professed by a gentleman, and puts him in such despair that he enters the cloister, whence she is unable to persuade him to withdraw.


	Story 65

	498   The falsity of a miracle exposed by the stupidity of an old woman, to the chagrin of the priests of Saint John in Lyons.


	Story 66

	500   Monsieur de Vendôme and the Princess of Navarre, recently married, are surprised asleep on a bed by an old chambermaid, who, thinking she has surprised a certain protonotary with his mistress, reveals to strangers something unknown even to those of the household.


	Story 67

	503   A poor woman, in order to save her husband’s life, puts her own at risk and remains faithful unto death.


	Story 68

	507   An apothecary’s wife, neglected by her husband, takes a prescription recommended to a neighbour with the same malady, with unfortunate effects.


	Story 69

	510   A lady has a hearty laugh over the silliness of her husband, whom she discovers sifting grain dressed up in a smock belonging to a chambermaid whose favours he hopes to receive.


	Story 70

	513   The Duchess of Burgundy, not content with the love of her husband, falls passionately in love with a young nobleman, fails to intimate her desires and declares herself by word, with tragic consequences.


	EIGHTH DAY:

	TRUTHFUL ACCOUNTS OF DEEDS OF FOLLY, WHICH MAY SERVE AS LESSONS TO ONE AND ALL


	Prologue

	535


	Story 71

	537   A saddler’s wife recovers from a fatal illness and regains the faculty of speech upon seeing her husband over-familiar with a chambermaid on a bed.


	Story 72

	540   While enacting the last rites and laying out a corpse, a monk turns to works of the flesh with a nun and gets her with child.
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PROLOGUE
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On the first day of September, when the springs of the Pyrenees are just beginning to be at their most potent, there were a number of people staying at the spa town of Cauterets. They had come from Spain [and other countries] as well as from France, some to drink the waters, some to bathe in them, and some to be treated with the mud. These are all very remarkable cures, so remarkable that patients long given up by their physicians go home completely restored to health. But it is not my purpose here to expatiate on the powers of these waters and their fine situation. I wish merely to relate those details which will serve the subject I have in hand.


The patients all remained at the spa for over three weeks, until their condition improved and they felt they could return home. But as they were preparing to leave, the rain came. It fell in such torrents and with such extraordinary force, you would have thought that God had quite forgotten that once He had promised to Noah never again to destroy the world by water. In Cauterets the huts and houses were all so badly flooded that it was impossible for anyone to stay there. Visitors who had come from the Spanish side went back over the mountains as best they could, with those among them who knew the tracks coming off the best. But the French lords and their ladies, thinking they could get back to Tarbes just as easily as they had come, discovered that the streams were so swollen they they could ford them only with difficulty. And when they came to the Gave de Pau, which on the way there had not been two feet deep, they found that it had turned into a raging torrent. So they turned back to look for the bridges, only to find that the flimsy wooden structures had been swept away by the force of the water. Some of the party thought they might be able to resist the current if they waded across in groups. But they were carried off so swiftly that those who had been about to follow them could not bring themselves to make the attempt. At this point, disagreeing on what they should do next, they split up to look for different routes. Some of them crossed the mountains, passed through Aragon into Roussillon, and from there went to Narbonne. Others went straight to Barcelona, from where they went by sea to Marseilles and Aigues-Mortes. But one of the travellers was an old lady named Oisille, a widow, with much experience of life. She resolved not to let the treacherous roads frighten her, and made her way to the abbey of Our Lady at Sarrance. Not that she was so superstitious as to believe that the glorious Virgin should leave her seat at her Son’s right hand in order to come and take up residence in such a desolate spot. She simply had a desire to see this holy place about which she had heard such a lot, and was also fairly certain that if there was any way at all of finding refuge from danger, the monks were sure to have found it. Eventually, she reached her destination, but only after struggling through rugged and hostile terrain. Indeed, so arduous were the climbs with which she was confronted, that in spite of her age and weight, she was obliged for the most part to go on foot. But the most tragic thing was that most of her horses and servants died on the way, so that by the time she arrived at Sarrance she was accompanied only by one man and one woman. There the monks received them charitably.

Amongst the French travellers there were also two noblemen who had gone to the spa more because they were devoted to the service of two ladies who were there than because they had anything wrong with their health. When they saw the party was breaking up, and that the ladies were being led off by their husbands in another direction, these two gentlemen decided to follow at a distance, without saying anything to anyone. One evening during the journey the two married men and their wives arrived at the house of a man who was more of a bandit than a peasant. The two young gentlemen who were following behind stayed in a farm cottage nearby. Towards midnight they were woken up by a tremendous din. They jumped out of bed, roused their servants, and asked their host what was going on. The poor man was in a fair state of fright. It was a band of outlaws, he told them, and they had come to get their share in some loot that their comrade was keeping in his house next door. Immediately the two men grabbed their swords, and, taking their servants with them, dashed to the aid of their ladies, counting death for their sakes a far happier fate than a long life without them. When they got to the house, they found the outside door broken in, and the two other men and their servants putting up a valiant fight. But they were already badly wounded, and outnumbered by the bandits. Most of their servants were dead. They were beginning to give way. Through the window the two younger men could see the ladies wailing and weeping. So inflamed were their hearts by pity and by love, they fell upon the outlaws in a paroxysm of fury, like two enraged bears coming down from the mountains, and killed so many that the rest fled for safety to their hideout. The villains having been thus defeated, and the host himself being among those killed, it remained only for the two young noblemen to send his wife, who they had learned was even worse than he, the same way. A single thrust of the sword did the job. They then went into a downstairs room, where they found one of the married gentlemen breathing his last. The other was not hurt, although his clothes were torn to shreds and his sword had been broken. The poor man thanked the pair for coming to his aid in the way they had, embraced them, and asked them not to leave him and those of his party who had survived. The two young men were only too glad to agree. And so, after burying the dead man, and consoling his wife as best they could, they took to the road again, not knowing which way they should go, but trusting in God’s guidance.

If you would like to know the names of the three gentlemen and the two ladies with them, they were Hircan, his wife Parlamente, and Longarine, the young widow. The two young men were Dagoucin and Saffredent. They rode all day, and towards evening they glimpsed a church tower in the distance. Eventually, after a hard struggle along the tracks, they arrived at the abbey of Saint-Savin, where the monks received them humanely. The abbot, who was himself of a good family, provided them with accommodation worthy of their station and asked them about their adventures, as he showed them to their quarters. When he had heard what had happened to them, he was able to inform them that there were others in the same boat. There were, in fact, in another room, two young ladies who had escaped from dangers just as great or even greater, inasmuch as they had had to deal, not with men, but with wild beasts. Half a league this side of Pierrefitte they had met a bear coming down the mountain. They had taken flight and galloped so fast that their horses had dropped dead beneath them as they rode through the abbey gates. Two of their women had arrived some time after them, and reported that the bear had killed all their male servants. So the three newly arrived gentlemen and the two ladies went in to see them, and recognized them at once as their companions Nomerfide and Ennasuite. They were both in tears, but once they had all embraced, told one another about their misfortunes, and heard a few [pious] exhortations from the good abbot, they began to take some consolation from their reunion. The next morning they heard mass with great devotion, praising God for delivering them from the perils of the mountains.

While they were at mass a man came rushing into the church in his shirt sleeves, shouting for help as if someone was chasing him. Hircan and the other two gentlemen got up at once to see what was the matter. Two men with drawn swords were in hot pursuit. When they saw so many people about they tried to get away, but Hircan and the others ran after them and made sure they did not get away with their lives. When Hircan came back he found that the man in the shirt sleeves was another of their companions, a man by the name of Geburon. He told them how he had been in a farm cottage near Pierrefitte, when three men had appeared. He had been in bed at the time, and dressed in nothing but his shirt. But he had jumped up, grabbed his sword, and had managed to wound one of the men and immobilize him. While the other two were busy picking up their companion, he had weighed up the odds, and decided that rather than face two armed men in his present state of undress, his best chance was to make a run for it. He thanked God now that he had been so lightly dressed, and he expressed his gratitude to Hircan and the other two for avenging him.

After they had heard mass and dined, they sent someone to find out if it was possible yet to cross the Gave de Pau. When they learned that the river was still impassable, they were extremely worried, in spite of the fact that the abbot repeatedly reassured them that they could have lodging in the abbey until the floods subsided. For that day they accepted this offer, and the same evening, as they were about to go to bed, an old monk turned up. He had come from Sarrance where he went every year for the Nativity of our Lady. On being asked about the journey, he told how, because of the floods, he had come over the mountains, and found the tracks more treacherous than he had ever seen them. On the way he had witnessed a very moving spectacle. He had come across a gentleman by the name of Simontaut, who, tired of waiting for the flood waters to go down, had decided to try to attempt a crossing. He had placed his trust in his excellent horse, and had grouped his servants round him to break the force of the current. But in the middle all the men on weaker mounts had been swept off down the stream. Neither men nor horses were ever seen again. The gentleman, finding himself completely alone, turned his horse back. But the animal could not make it, and collapsed under him. By God’s will he was close enough to the edge to be able to drag himself on all fours out of the water and up the hard stony bank, though he had swallowed a good deal of water, and was so exhausted that he could hardly keep going. He lay amongst the rocks, soaked through and sick at heart at having seen his servants perish before his eyes. By a stroke of good fortune he was found in the evening by a shepherd bringing home the sheep. The mere sight of the gentleman, let alone the tale he had to tell, was enough to make the shepherd understand his plight. He had taken him by the hand and led him to his humble abode, where he had kindled a few sticks to dry him out as best he could. That same evening God had brought to the shepherd’s house the old monk, who had told Simontaut the way to Sarrance, and assured him that he would find better accommodation there than anywhere else. He had also told him that he would meet there an old widow by the name of Oisille, who had suffered misfortunes similar to his own.

When they heard the old monk mention the name of the good Lady Oisille and the gentle knight Simontaut, they were overjoyed beyond description. They praised their Creator that He had been satisfied to take the servants and save their masters and mistresses. Parlamente in particular gave heartfelt thanks to God, for Simontaut had long served her as her devoted and loving servant. They pressed the monk to tell them the road to Sarrance, and although he made it sound very difficult, they were not deterred from setting out that very day. The abbot provided them with everything they needed – [the best horses in Lavedan, good Béarnese cloaks,] wine and victuals, as well as guides to conduct them safely over the mountains. Most of the journey had to be done on foot rather than on horseback, but eventually they arrived, exhausted and bathed in sweat, at the abbey of Our Lady at Sarrance. The abbot was not a particularly nice character, but he did not dare to refuse them board and lodging, for fear of offending the Seigneur de Béarn, who, as he knew perfectly well, was on friendly terms with them. Hypocrite that he was, he put on as pleasant an air as he was able, and took them to see the good Lady Oisille and the noble Simontaut. They were overjoyed to be reunited so miraculously, and they spent the whole night in the church without finding it a moment too long, praising and thanking God for the great mercy He had bestowed upon them. In the morning they took a little rest, then heard mass. They all received the holy sacrament of union, in which all Christians are united in one, beseeching Him, who in His goodness had brought them together, that their journey might be finished to His glory.

After they had dined they sent someone to inquire whether the water had gone down, only to learn that the river was more swollen than before, and that it would be a long time before they could cross with safety.
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