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1. The house of Manesse the merchant

a note of love I had in my hands

and a small pin, well-sharpened

with which I fixed it to her cloak

as we left the early morning Mass

so sang Hadlaub in his last poem, composed on the journey just happily ended, much more happily than he had ever dared to hope. Standing on a hill that looked over a lake, he watched the mirror of still water beneath the full moon, and the noble city of Zurich stretched out along its shores. Somewhat removed from the populated, in a stand of fir trees, its white façade interrupted by the dark lines of half-timbered houses and the tall pointed roofs, solemn and silent, the house of the wealthy merchant emerged, one of the finest even in a city rich of noble dwellings. From this house he had set out over a year ago to pursue the footsteps of love poets who had gone before him, and to transcribe their works, all of them that he would find, as he had been ordered by his employer, Messer Rüdiger Manesse of Zurich. 


Had he set out? No, truly he had been sent away, though with the dignified pretext to seek out the love poems of the singers of the 13th century, the Minnesänger of the southern lands of the German language, pride of the late Middle Ages, some of who were perhaps still alive and certainly very old. He, Hadlaub, was very young, not much older than twenty, and had spent about a year wandering the courts and monasteries, always with the same goal of transcribing as many poems as he could find, so that his lord could realize his life’s dream: to collect the works of the “courts of love” in a grand, illustrated manuscript, that would give him immortal fame, and preserve texts for the world that otherwise time would have buried in oblivion.


And he, the poor poet of humble origins, had to comply. He had left one morning in March, with the first melt of the snow, and returned to the house in summer of the following year. Not his house, of course, but of the man who had welcomed him when he was but eighteen, as a secretary and scribe, having taken him from the nearby monastery of Einsiedeln where he had been brought up as a child and where he had been taught to read and write, because the abbot had noticed in him a particular ability with the quill and brushes for the great historical initials. When the rich merchant had come looking for a scribe for his house, the abbot had thought of this young boy right away, too blonde and handsome to become a monk, and too enchanted with the spring of the world that throbbed in his heart. 


For two years he had served as the master’s secretary, bookkeeper and scribe; when he was free from work he practiced in rhymes and verse according to the fashion then prevalent in southern Germany, to which Alemagna belonged, the region where he lived and where the city of Zurich was known for its wealth and elegance. Hadlaub loved elegance in poetry and in life, and was happy to be able to live surrounded by it: in a beautiful noble house, among courteous people who did not treat him like a servant, nor even with the austere detachment that he had known in the monastery. In his hours of rest he could walk in the abundant garden of the house, nearly a castle but without the severity of towers and crenellations, because it wasn’t a castle, but rather the comfortable residence of a rich merchant, ennobled by the presence and the hand of a beautiful lady who was its lady of the house. 


The garden also revealed the grace of a feminine hand in the choice of flowers, in the ornate disposition of form and color, the sudden emergence of a fountain from which flowed a quiet stream that, having circled around small hills of fir trees and rocks covered in moss, got lost in the forest that sloped down toward the lake and there, silently, it vanished. 


Hadlaub loved the garden, its grass and flowers, and when the winter cold locked up the waters in ice, subduing the happy murmur and sentencing them to mute, unmoving silence, he would withdraw to his room, not much bigger than his cell in the monastery, and seek in melancholy rhymes, the sounds and colors of the spring. 


Then the whole life of the family was enclosed inside the house, in the spacious hall heated from the fireplace. Small and large fireplaces were present in all the rooms, and when the cold intensified, the lady of the house saw to it that all were lit and always fed during the day, and in the evening, when it came time to go to bed, the embers would be covered in ash and kept alive during the night, so that their warmth would not escape and in the morning they could quickly be stirred into a warm and lively fire. 


But in the great hall, where the family gathered for the noon meal and passed the days of winter, the master had a large stove built, covered with tile, in the fashion that he had encountered in eastern Germany when he traveled for business. From this fireplace, well fed with big logs, the heat spread constant and uniform throughout the hall, so that in even the farthest corner was mild but constant warmth. And there the young Hadlaub was invited to dine with the family, for the first time, one holiday.  


The company of the young scribe was pleasant and enjoyed by all, modest and reserved in speech and manner though he was, that from that day he had a place at his masters’ table, and was removed from the table of the servants, where he had dined until then. Neither, on the other hand, was his rank suited to that of the servants, since his culture and innate courtesy and elegance of person raised him to a higher level. In a short time he became so intimate with his masters that, while everyone was still lingering at the table in conversation, he ventured to recite some of his verses, which perhaps were no great or novel thing, but perfect in form and melodious, to the point that he was requested to take his vielle and recite them with music and song. And since the young man had a beautiful, well-tuned voice, it became the custom that at the end of the meal; he would sing some of his stanzas, always accompanied by the vielle, which he knew how to play in a masterly fashion. 

2. Christmas Dinner

On Christmas Day, their youngest daughter, a charming and timid girl who hardly dared to move her eyes let alone fix them on another’s face, having reached the age of 16, the age considered proper for sitting at the table with the adults, was admitted at the master’s table. Her voice was heard only when she responded to the stately invitation from her father, who had said, “from now on you too will sit at the table with the adults, Lisbeth, because you are now of the appropriate age and demeanor. Please, sit down in the place that has been left for you.”

“Thank you, father, I am very happy to do so. I am grateful also to mother and my brothers and all the guests who sit at this table.” And with much grace she obeyed his invitation. 

It happened that the maiden came to find herself next to the young scribe, being assigned the last of family’s places and where the ranks of outsiders and guests began, of whom, this Christmas day, there were more than usual. There was in fact the priest from the nearby church that the family attended, the notary that served the master in legal matters and some men from the neighborhood.

Hadlaub after a few minutes dared to peek at the girl next to him, with curiousity, because he had seen her a few times from afar walking in the garden, the slender figure whose face the young man had never seen, in the summer and also in the autumn, until the cold and the snow had forced them to disappear inside. Now he looked at her face, and it happened that in the moment the maiden also raised her eyes and met his.

While the conversation among the dinner guests went on, merry and loud, as it happens on holidays, the two looked at each other in silence and perhaps, but it is not certain, exchanged a fleeting smile. She too had noticed the youth from afar walking in the park, always pensive, often murmuring verses that she could not hear. But she had never seen his face.

“Your name is Lisbeth?” he whispered after having averted his eyes from hers, lowering them to the plate before him.

“At home they call me Lisi,” the girl replied in the same tone of voice. “And you?”

“Hadlaub.” And here their conversation ended.

But at the end of the dinner, the lady of the house, Lady Lenore, asked the young scribe to sing and play a few verses on his vielle for the guests, as he usually did for the family. He willingly rose, moved to the head of the table and tuned his instrument, and sang so sweetly that he surpassed in harmony every previous performance. Everyone praised the song and the sound, attributing that outstanding, sweet melody to the Christmas glow that filled the hearts of those present. No one noticed that the musician never, not even for one instant, took his eyes from Lisi, nor did she take her eyes from him. The early dusk of winter kept the guests from noticing that silent colloquy of love. 

3. Brief Encounter

 
The cold, snow and ice covered the lake, and its shore in clouds and fog, making it impossible to walk in the garden, and the two young people had no other way to see each other except at the table, in the midst of the whole family who ate in silence, as if in penance for from the Christmas celebration and the merriment that had accompanied it. There were no guests, and in the diffused austerity around the table, they did not dare even to look at each other, let alone speak. They sat at their places with many hopes and desires; they rose and went away after dinner, with hearts full of things unsaid and a silent sorrow. And the spring was still far off.

Only when the family, all together, went to Mass, on Sunday and the other holidays, it came about that Hadlaub would brush against Lisi’s cloak while walking, passing by her in the huddled group of relatives, and sometimes he would touch her, because he, closed in his heavy coat, reached out an elbow or a hand, as if to lightly stroke her cloak. But did she notice? 

Thus, the idea was born in him that would allow him to communicate with her, to see her, to enjoy her company, reaching the utmost happiness, but that in the end would ruin him, causing both of them bitter remorse and sour desperation. The idea to pin a note to her cloak, a tiny scrap of parchment, with a small pin that he would hide in the folds of her cloak, and no one could notice except the person who knew, desired, and waited.

In that note Hadlaub composed his questions, her answers, she had no other way to reply, suggestions and plans for seeing each other in secret when it would be possible, that is when the ice melted and the sun returned to warm the earth, the meadow, and the woods. So, with his words alone they communicated their mutual feelings, the signs of love to which she, as if mute, responded with quick glances and furtive smiles. 

But the power of love would not allow the two lovers to wait until the sun warmed the earth and granted them a warm and protected place in which to hide in the park. Hadlaub suggested a little tower that served as a watchtower, unused in the winter because the shores of the lake were frozen and no one came from that direction. The maiden agreed, and finally from being silent they became talkative/loquacious, and from statues they transformed into lively youths, burning with love. 

But once they stayed too long in their intimacy, and Lisi noticed suddenly that from the windows of the tower no more daylight entered, rather the pale mist of dusk. Frightened, she tidied herself up and ran away. Her beloved, left alone, was consumed by the thought that he had not fixed a next meeting, but he soon consoled himself thinking that he would appeal to the usual system of a note fixed to her cloak.

He descended from his little room where he kept the clippings of parchment, thin strips torn from the edges of the accounting books that he compiled for his lord, he chose the most handsome, white and smooth, with the sharpest pen he had, wrote a love verse and a time to meet in the place that both already knew. And he waited for Sunday to go to Mass. Without anyone noticing, he pinned the thin shining strip to the maiden’s brown cloak.

It was precisely that shining whiteness, that he had wanted because it expressed the joy of their love, that gave them both away. Her servant saw the note and, without her noticing, took it and turned it over to her mother. In vain Lisi searched for it in the folds of her cloak, anguished with doubt, for she did not know if he had renewed the invitation to meet, nor if he still loved and desired her. She spent Sunday and the next day in anxiety and terror, finding no means to communicate her terrible doubt to her young lover. Was she still his “gentle young bud” as he called her in their intimacy? Then why hadn’t she found a note on her cloak like the other times?

At the table they no longer sat next to each other: he sat between her brothers, and she between her mother and nurse. And they could only exchange timid and doubtful glances. Then one day the master called for his scribe and, without mentioning anything else, communicated only that he had to leave for a long journey that would take him far from the house for many seasons. 

“You know,” he said, “that for some time I have had it on my mind to collect in a large, illuminated volume the poems from the “courts of love” from southern Germany, Alemagna to Svevia, Baveria and, Austria, every poem that  could be found, from the most ancient writers of love to our contemporaries. It is a difficult assignment that I can only entrust to you, since you have the competence and courage for it. You will have to travel, the lands toward the east, collecting news and stopping at monasteries and castles, where such writings are collected and preserved. You already know by name the poets of antiquity, the more modern are well known to you, and maybe you will have the fortune to find some of them still alive. All the manuscripts that you manage to find you will copy, and the compositions that are recited to you, you will transcribe. No one can perform this service for me better than you. 

The boy gazed astonished for a few moments, then bowed to show his acceptance. 

The master continued, “You will not go alone: as an escort and guide I will give you the most loyal of my hunters, Guilbert, whom you surely know, and a scroll of new parchment, and two horses. You will take letters of credit concealed on your person for some of my friends who live in various cities along your route, who will assist you with money and whatever else you will need. I cannot hide from you that this undertaking that I am entrusting you with is not without dangers, first of all between the bandits of the roads and forests, dishonest hosts and innkeepers. Try to take roads well traveled by merchants, ask for hospitality in monasteries and larger castles; your guide, Guilbert, knows all the lands east of here, to a certain point. Now give me a clear answer: do you have the strength of mind to take on this task? It will bring you grand honor and my gratitude for all of our life. Your first stop will be a place you know well, Einsiedeln.”

Young Hadlaub bowed again and said, “since you ask this of me with such warm concern, I cannot but accept your proposal, my lord, knowing well how much I owe to you and with how much kindness you have received me into your home, which I will miss greatly, as well as yourself and your family…”

He was interrupted by the arrival of Guilbert and by the impetuous joy with which the hunter, only a few years older than Hadlaub, had accepted the proposal that for him represented a wonderful adventure. 

“Allow me, my lord, to kiss your hands in a sign of gratitude for this occasion that you offer to my life!” he exclaimed, kneeling before the elderly Manesse.

“Enough, enough,” he said, picking him up with a gesture, “both of you take leave of my family and prepare to leave in two days at dawn, and may God be with you.”

4. The Departure


The departure was painful: Hadlaub understood everything. He understood that his note had fallen into hostile hands and perhaps Lisi hadn’t even seen it. The sudden departure was meant to be a tacit and courteous separation of the two lovers, even if the project had been emerging for some time in Manesse’s mind. The care with which they had been watched over since that last Sunday, so that they could not exchange so much as a word, clearly indicated that the master was informed of their love and of their secret meetings.


And she, the innocent maiden, did she know what had happened? Of the furtive note removed by a hostile hand? Or did she fear that he was abandoning her because he did no love her anymore? This doubt, the thought that she was tortured by uncertainty and suffering, not only for the separation, for which he too suffered, but also the agonizing nausea of his own betrayal, of a deliberate abandon... The idea that she would cry, as he cried, at the news of his departure from the house, because this was the true aim of the old man, threw him into the darkest despair. And no matter how he tried to communicate his dismay to her, he did not find a way to see her or speak to her. Both were watched by so many stern eyes. 

The official leave would take place the evening before the departure, after dinner, more sad and silent an affair than usual. The two lovers exchanged fleeting and desperate  glances, and in that despair each could read the emotion of the other. And a promise, perhaps, faint and silent, to wait… for what? The return of the lover? 

“Ladies and gentlemen”, the noble Manesse began solemnly, “the time has come to part with the two young men here, Hadlaub and Guilbert, because tomorrow at first dawn they will leave for a long journey that will keep them from us to distant lands for many seasons. They leave with my blessing and with the wish to succeed in the enterprise that I have entrusted to Hadlaub and that will bring honor to me and to him. To you, Guilbert, expert in arms and travel, I entrust the task of protecting the young and inexperienced scholar. Bring him home, when it is time, healthy and safe. The two of you will leave accompanied by the affection of the whole family. And may God protect you.”

The two young men only had to bow to show obedience and thanks. They did so, one with a mind excited for the joy of adventure, the other with death in his heart and despair in his eyes. The same despair could be read in the paleness of the small face of the maiden and in the eyes that watched him, dismayed and lost.

5. To chance

They left before daybreak. They last sickle of the waning moon sank into the water of the deserted lake, silvering the surface with a melancholy and ghostly luminescence. They rode for a certain time in the silence of the night, each one immersed in his own thoughts, very different; looking forward in the case of Guilbert, those of Hadlaub looking back to the house they had left and the lady from whom this voyage to unknown lands separated him, depriving him of any appeal. He felt a void in his heart. No, it was not a void, it was sorrow for the maiden who remained alone in the great house on the lake, in a family that perhaps was cold to her because she loved a man of a lower class.

“Soon we will be at Einsiedeln, sir,” said Guilbert breaking that heavy silence.

“It is true,” murmured Hadlaub sadly, “soon I will be among the monks who brought me up when I was a child. I never should have left the monastery.”

“Why not?” asked the other, surprised. But then, seeing that the poet shook his head sadly without answering, he desisted. He had understood that his travel companion was unhappy.

Hadlaub was greeted and received with joy by his old teachers: they had been informed of his arrival and were waiting for him anxiously. They also celebrated for the hunter, and immediately prepared a meal to refresh the newcomers.

The next morning the young poet was accompanied to the scriptorium. Father Fulcher, his old teacher, asked him, “do you remember your place?”

Hadlaub headed without hesitation toward the stall that was once his, and while the monk showed the manuscripts that had already been prepared to be copied, murmured, “Yes, I remember everything. I was happy here with you all, and perhaps I should never have left. Nothing has changed in this place; but, I am no longer myself. I don’t know who I am, father.”

“In the world one changes more rapidly, my son, and perhaps one suffers more. But in life, much or little, one always changes. Even within these walls.” And putting a hand on his shoulder in a show of affection he added, “one must have courage, here as well as outside, it is life itself that asks it of us.”

And in silence Father Fulcher walked away, leaving him alone with his work and his thoughts.

They remained a few days in the monastery of Einsieldeln, Hadlaub busy transcribing poems of love, Guilbert riding his horse in the surrounding area that he already knew.

They set out at dawn on a morning heavy laden with threatening clouds, chilled by gusts of wet and cold wind. Both were silent: Guilbert had wanted to move back their departure at least a day to avoid a storm that seemed imminent, but Hadlaub had been stubborn. He was in a hurry to get away from that place which was too close to the Manesse residence, to put many miles of distance between himself and the lump of pain that circled that house, that monastery, the very lake of Zurich. They rode in silence, struggling against the wind, the cold, and that which they had in their hearts.

Suddenly, Guilbert, who bore the bad mood poorly, asked, “sir, is there something troubling you? You seem so morose and sad…”

Hadlaub raised his head that he had kept lowered the better to protect himself from the wind, looked at his travel companion as if seeing him for the first time as his peer, a man with hopes, joys and sorrows, and after having considered him for a long moment, replied, “Yes Guilbert, I am very sad,” and after a pause of gloomy silence, he added, “if I return from this journey alive, I will withdraw to the monastery and never leave it again.”

Guilbert fell silent, strongly impressed by these words. And between the two there was silence once again. Meanwhile the hunter studied the sky, which with the passing of the day was getting lighter. The clouds cleared up, the wind fell, and in a short time, ceased. Above their heads the sky appeared blue and clear.

“Sir, the dawn is lightening the east toward where we are riding,” the voice of Guilbert recalled Hadlaub from his anguished thoughts. “There is an inn two miles away. I propose that we stop there and have a good meal. I am like one of the family there.”

“Of course, as you wish, Guilbert,” replied the young man with the voice of one suddenly recalled to reality. He was embarrassed, cleared his throat, and feigning an interest he did not feel, added, “Yes friend, at this hour a good meal would be good for us.”

“To chase away the cold and the melancholy,” added Guilbert watching his companion covertly because he felt his pain, though he did not know its origin.

They reached to the inn with the sky already light, even though the sun had not yet risen from behind the mountains. At that moment a girl came out of the house to throw out feed for the geese. When she saw the two riders come from the forest, she stopped, first astonished and then entirely pleased.

“Gretel!” called Guilbert spurring toward the girl, who stayed motionless with a face illuminated from the first rays of sun and from a happy smile. The geese arrived in a greedy flock for their meal, demanding it with shrill cries, and as the maiden had stopped in the act of putting her hand into the bag of fodder, they flew onto her in a festive fury, and repeating in cries in short, labored flights, they ripped from her hands the corners of her apron knocking the contents to the ground, onto which they threw themselves and pecked away at it ravenous and happy.

The girl, freeing herself from the affectionate assault, shook her skirt and ran to meet the rider, who lowered himself from the top of the horse and kissed her face repeatedly. After the first outpouring of feelings the two youths turned themselves to Hadlaub who had just turned up, both red in the face. 

“Sir, this is Gretel, my beloved,” said Guilbert while the maiden made a hasty courtesy and ran toward the inn.

The two men followed her at a slow pace, descended from their horses, entrusting the beasts to a groom/stableman and entered into the guest hall, where a warm fire burned. Hadlaub was hit by a grateful perfume of smoked sausage, and he saw them hung up inside the room, high above quenched coals, which, combined with the warmth, made him feel faint with hunger. This sight and the perfume awakened an appetite in him, and not only him.

“What hunger!” Guilbert exclaimed at this moment, who had removed his gloves and rubbed his weathered hands together. 

The innkeeper appeared, the widow Blum, and greeted them cheerfully. “Welcome Gentlemen! That little rascal of my daughter already informed me of your arrival, and now she is hiding because she is shy of the young man who she does not know. Gretel!” she called into the house. “Is this how you welcome your friends? Without even making them settled? Pardon her gentlemen,” she adds turning toward Hadlaub, “she is still a little girl. Sit here, close to the fire, it is a beautiful day, but in the morning the air stays cold.” 

“Spring has not yet arrived,” Guilbert observed sitting on a bench after Hadlaub had chosen a seat closer to the fire. In the sadness of their departure he had not realized that the chill in his heart united with the chill of the air, and now suddenly he felt completely numb. 

“Madam, bring us something hot, for we are hungry and cold,” shouted the hunter to the hostess who was setting out tables and benches still piled up for the morning cleaning. The bricks on the floor showed a vivid color, carefully swept.

“I already gave the task to Gretel to heat the sausage and turnips. Meanwhile I will bring you smoked lard and tepid beer, to start. I was not expecting such early guests…”

“We are beginning a long journey that will take us far away for a long time.” Guilbert had not noticed that the figure of Gretel appeared in the doorway, bringing in a wooden tray loaded with food, and there she had stopped, and the smile vanished from her lips at the words of her lover. She walked silently toward the table where the two men sat, set the tray down, and remained motionless waiting for something. Guilbert watched her face, saw her sadness and, putting his arm around her waist, said, “yes, Gretel, we are leaving for a rather long journey, for a task that our lord entrusted to us. We do not know when we will return. Do not be sad, come on, do not make that face… smile! If you could see how beautiful you are when you smile! And besides, you are so young…”

But no smile appeared on the small face of the maiden, instead two tears fell. Hadlaub, who had watched the scene, was moved by her tears, and taking her hand and kissing it, said sweetly, “My friend Guilbert exaggerated. We will return very soon. There is no need to cry, and soon it will be spring!”

The maiden smiled through her tears watching the face of the young poet, and she noticed how handsome he was, blonde and kind, much more than her beloved. While she arranged the food on the table she compared the two men further, and was already starting to think that, all things considered, Guilbert was not the only man in the world. She wiped away her tears with the back of her hand, and smiled at the rider as she cut slices of lard and put them on the rye bread which had been heated in the fireplace.

The two young men ate the refreshing food with great pleasure and washed it down with a great deal of tepid, light beer, but the innkeeper was already entering with the steaming tray of pork sausages and roasted turnips. The new course was welcomed with enthusiastic exclamations from the two travelers, who hastened to invite the mother and daughter to sit at their table. While they ate eagerly, the two women limited themselves to tasting a few mouthfuls of sausage, enough to not offend. The hostess chatted about the weather, of the coming spring that was already melting the snow on the roofs and, between one word and another she tried to find out about the aim of their mysterious journey. The maiden smiled now, at the two travelers, one of whom carried on his back a strange bundle that made her curious. 

Taking advantage of a pause in the flow of words from her mother, she asked, “Sir, can you tell me, what is that bundle on your back?”

Hadlaub smile removing the “bundle”, opened it, and from it extracted his instrument. “It is a vielle, Gretel, with which I accompany myself when I sing.”

“He is a poet,” interrupted Guilbert, “and perhaps, if you ask him, he will sing us one of his songs.”

“Yes, I beg of you,” murmured the maiden, with laughing eyes.

The poet obeyed the gentle request and sang, touching the strings softly, a song about the spring, its beauty and its gifts, as in the style of the “courts of love.” Gretel listened enchanted, since it was the first time that a poet sang for her. And so sweetly. When the singer fell silent, she thanked him and asked, 

“What is your name, sir?”

“Hadlaub,” replied the poet.

“Your song is very beautiful, the most beautiful I have ever heard.”

When the two travelers remounted their horses to take to the road again, the maiden, after having kissed Guilbert, blushing, asked if she could also kiss the poet. Permission was granted, and she walked to him; he bent down from on top of the horse, and she rising up to the tips of her toes, kissed him on both of his cheeks. Then the two spurred away.

“You have made a conquest, sir,” said Guilbert, when they were far enough away.

“Guilbert, you were too brutal with that girl. She needed to be consoled.”

“I did not realize she was in the doorway. Anyway, she was quickly consoled,” he added, with a resentful air.

“And you, are you already thinking of finding some consolation in your turn?”

“Certainly,” retorted the hunter laughing, “I deserve it!”

And both spurred cheerfully.

6. The Miller’s Two Wives

They rode at a good pace for most of the day, passing through forests and brief clearings, always toward the east, toward a house that Guilbert said he knew, where they would stop and stay the night. For a certain stretch they followed a stream, on whose banks the first small flowers were already blooming under the dry leaves, hidden in the grass as though to shelter themselves from the cold of the night. The place was beautiful, the sun high in the sky, and their stomachs clamored for the contents of the packs that had been filled by the widow Blum at their departure. They decided to stop, have a bite to eat, and let the horses rest. They tied the horses to two trees surrounded by tender and new grass, and sat down on two rocks pleasantly heated by the sun.

While they ate tearing off a bite of bread and one of sausage, Hadlaub asked about the next stop: he was a bit worried because he knew that his companion was used to dangers and discomforts, which he confronted boldly according to the accounts told to the servants, when he returned from a hunt or journey on behalf of their master.

“Do not be afraid, sir. It is a mill only a few miles from here. We will arrive at nightfall. We will find food in abundance, a warm house, and a kind welcome. Perhaps for the night we will have to be satisfied with an improvised bed, in the kitchen, because the owner, my friend the miller, has only two bedrooms.”

“Two rooms?” asked the astonished poet. “Then he could give one room to us, don’t you think?”

“No, because he occupies both of them. You must know that he has not been married long and does not yet have children.”

“If he has no children yet, what does he do with two bedrooms?”

Guilbert had a strange smile:

“My miller friend, as miller often are, is a strange character. He has two wives, one more beautiful than the other. Therefore, according to his mood that night, he sleeps now with one, and now with the other. For this reason, he needs both of the rooms.”

“But this cannot be! One of the two would be the wife and the other a concubine,” exclaimed Hadlaub, full of amazement.

“But… I do not intend these subtleties. It will be as you said you have studied. I know that he treats them both with a lot of respect, as one needs to treat a wife, and he loves them so much, of this I am sure. From the other part you will see for yourself with your own eyes when we arrive. Speaking of which, it is time to go, the sun is setting and before long it will be dark.” 

They mounted their horses and started out. Riding, Hadlaub thought back to what Guilbert had said about the miller. How was it possible that a man could have two wives? The law did not allow it, not even the good civil life. Not to mention the Church. These three people were living in mortal sin, all three were guilty of repeated and continued adultery. What would a priest say if they went to confession? But soon it came to mind that he also lived in mortal sin… and also poor Lisi, who he had dragged with him into the abyss of sin…”

“Sir, look at the beautiful sunset that is behind us!” said Guilbert, turning. 

It was a splendid sunset with red-orange rays and warm turquoise streaks. He also stopped to watch the beauty that his sad thoughts hindered him to really enjoy.

“When I see a spectacle like this, I cannot do less than thank the good Lord that gave me life and my mother who gave birth to me,” said Guilbert.

Hadlaub observed him with ill-concealed admiration.

“I did not know, Guilbert, that you were this sensitive to the beauty of nature!”

“I live in the midst of it, sir,” responded the other retaking the path. “When I go on a hunt, and I am always alone because the master does not like to hunt, I look inside myself and nothing passes by without me noticing. Grass, plants, birds, animals. I discover that even a simple leaf can contain an infinite beauty, what did you think,” he added in a mocking tone, “that I hunted for the pheasants for the table of the masters in a henhouse?”

At this witty remark Hadlaub could not suppress a laugh. His traveling companion was a strange character, made of the earth and some precious material that he could not identify. He began to consider him with greater interest.

They went on for a long stretch in silence, each one wrapped up in his own thoughts. Those of the poet circled now around his travel companion as if a tangled skein, of which he did not succeed to find they key to the problem. Those of the hunter we do not know. Maybe he was not thinking about anything, but watched and admired what was around him surrounded him, or perhaps he simply longed for rest in the house of the miller.

“Here is the millrace, he said suddenly indicating a small fast canal that flowed down from higher ground. “And up there is the house.” He pointed to a structure halfway up the slope, on which there already appeared the great wheel with paddles moved by the water of the millrace.

Behind the wheel a roof appeared, then stone walls, and as the riders climbed the little hill, the whole residence showed itself, large and spacious, with the main door painted red, and on its beam a lighted torch hung, although the light of dusk was not yet completely gone. 

At the sound of the hoofs on the courtyard, two women came out the door, who looked very much alike and were dressed in almost the same way: only the color of the skirt distinguished them, because one was red and the other was blue.

Both rejoiced at the sight of Guilbert, surrounding him and his riding companion, while throwing curious glances utterly lacking in timidity at the blonde young man, of whom they asked questions of their friend with unambiguous gestures and whispers.

“Girls! Let me to get down from my horse,” he said trying to restrain their impatience, but in reality meaning to sharpen their curiosity, by putting off answers and explanations. In fact he got down slowly, stretched his arms and legs, shook the dust from his jacket, giving time to his companion to dismount and put himself in order, and for the curiosity of the women to reach its maximum intensity. 

When he realized that they were moving away from himself and were approaching the rider, and asking him openly who he was and what his name was; so as not to lose his lead role Guilbert moved forward and took Hadlaub by the hand, and introduced him rather theatrically: 

“My ladies, I present to you a friend and a great poet, known in the whole city of Zurich, messer Hadlaub, who composes and sings songs of love, accompanied by his vielle, the instrument that he carries on his back, and that you can see well.”

These words made a great impression on the two ladies, who took their eyes from Guilbert and opened them wide at the face of the new arrival. They made him welcome with a small, polite curtsey, then they took the horses into the stable, saying to the two men to make themselves comfortable in the house, while they took care of the beasts. The two entered to a nice, clean and orderly kitchen, where the fired burned in a great fireplace. Hadlaub, tired from the traveling to which he was not accustomed, left himself to fall onto a bench, while his companion looked around as if searching for someone.

“I do not see the master of the house,” he said in fact, “normally at this hour he has already returned for supper, I do not even see the table set…”

At that moment the two women reappeared and closed the door behind them.

“We gave the horses water and feed, now let us see to ourselves,” said the red skirt taking from the cupboard plates and glasses and arranging them on the table, while the other, in the blue skirt, brought out bread, sausage and cheese from the pantry.

“We were not expecting guests, so we have not prepared anything warm. But we will make up for it right away while you refresh yourselves.” And saying this she put a tankard of beer on the table. “Taste this liver sausage that we made with our own hands for Christmas.”

“But your husband?” asked Guilbert unable to conceal his surprise. 

“Oh, yes! Did we not tell you? He is away for business. Perhaps he will return tomorrow evening or the next day,” replied the red skirt without stopping what she was doing. 

“And you two are here alone? You are not afraid?”

“Afraid of what?” the girl retorted. “There are two of us and no one knows that our husband is away. No ill-intentioned man would venture this way because they are all afraid of him. And the mill is stopped, it is not the time for milling.”

“And when you saw the two of us coming out of the forest?”

“We recognized you right away, Guilbert, and we were delighted by your company.” It was the red skirt who replied boldly to the hunter, while the blue skirt sliced the smoked liver and smoked lard on a cutting board.

Meanwhile she had hung a copper pot in the fire place to boil, in which she had thrown coarsely cut turnips and onions, and now sliced and sliced again on the same cutting board, with the blade of a large knife, a thick slice lard reducing it to mush, and chopping into it a few cloves of garlic. She threw it all into the copper pot of boiling water. While they hungrily ate the liver sausage with rye bread, the two men breathed in the delightful aroma that rose from the pot.

“These sausages are delicious,” Guilbert observed, “they have a tste that is new to me. What did you put in them?”

The blue skirt took down a bundle of herbs from a nail on the wall and put it under his nose. Then she took some of the dried leaves, rubbed them in the palm of her hand and an unusual scent filled the whole room. To the man’s silent question, she responded smiling:

“Thyme from the mountain, sir. That, mixed with garlic, makes the liver sausage keep for months, together with leaves of dried mint. Otherwise they do not last more than one or two months, even if they are smoked. When our husband returns, we will kill another pig and we will have fresh meat. Now we only have dried meat.”

“But if we could have foreseen your arrival we would have killed a hen, in this eason many are not laying anyway,” added the red skirt, “If you stay with us tomorrow, my sister, who is a great cook, will cook a good hen for you.”

“We cannot stop,” Hadlaub hurried to say; “we will leave tomorrow morning at the first light of day. If you give us hospitality for the night we will be grateful to you.

Guilbert watched him rather vexed:

“What need is there to leave right away?”

“We must arrive early at Saint Gall monastery to send news to our master from there by means of the monks. There I will surely find much material for my work, so we will stay over for several days. Do not forget that we have an task to carry out, we are not on this journey for our own pleasure.”

The hunter muttered something indecipherable, but regained his usual good humor when the red skirt went to sit on his knee and said in a coaxing tone:

“Do not worry, Guilbert, if you are not here to eat the hen, the hen will go away with you, cooked by my sister.”

Meanwhile the blue skirt had thrown a handful of the leaves into the pot after she had ground them in the palm of her hand, and had stirred the soup well with a long wooden spoon. A sweet smell rose out of the pot. Into four bowls, also made of wood, she placed four slices of black bread, and after a last stir, she was about to remove the pot from the chain. Hadlaub was quick to get up to help her: with his hands protected by the girl’s apron, together they lifted the heavy container from the hook and set it on the edge of the hearth. The blue skirt thanked the rider with a heavenly smile. He returned to sit in his place with his heart flooded with her smile.

“Our husband really loves this soup,” said the girl, filling the bowls with the wooden spoon, “so I think that you both will like it too.”

It must have truly been good because, during the first spoonfuls, no one spoke. Hadlaub reflected that neither in the monastery nor at the Manesse table had he ever eaten a soup so flavorful. And he said so, as soon as his enjoyment of his meal allowed him to speak. Guilbert nodded in silent agreement, and when he emptied his bowl he asked for a second. 

“You are insatiable!” the poet scolded him, draining his glass of beer, which the blue skirt refilled right away. 

“Truly this soup is exquisite! When we return home I want to teach it to Manesse’s cook, who manages to make a good hen into that bland drink they call broth!” said Guilbert provoking laughter from them all.

Hunger satisfied, the meal finished, the two women pleaded for the poet to sing one of his songs and, since Hadlaub put them off claiming exhaustion from the journey, the blue dress put his vielle into his hand, inviting him with a smile. And he sang a melancholy song that spoke of a long sea voyage, among storms and calms, hunger and thirst and much fear. Finished with the song, the poet lowered his head onto the table beaten by discouragement. 

“Why are you so sad, sir?” asked the blue skirt. Hadlaub responded with a mute smile. 

7. Night at the mill

It was time to go to bed. The two women each took a candle and headed toward a small staircase that went to a loft. There two doorways, protected by a heavy curtain of leather, led into two small windowless rooms. The only light came from the candle, hung in a ring fixed to the wall.

Hadlaub, terribly sleepy, could only notice that one of the two women helped him undress and lie down in a big bed that took up almost the whole room. He felt someone cover him with a heavy fur blanket and put out the candle. He was about to fall headlong into sleep, and before this could happen, supposing that he was not be alone in that great bed, he murmured:

“Goodnight, Guilbert.”

A light giggle answered him, that surely was not his traveling companion’s voice. He reached out a hand and met a naked body. A woman’s body. Although he had very little experience in the matter, there was no doubt: this was not Guilbert. Suddenly awake, he shouted:

“Who are you? Who is in my bed?”

The same giggle answered, then he felt a hand reach to caress him, while a sweet small voice murmured:

“It is not your bed, sir. It is mine. You are lying in my bed.”

Hadlaub bounced up and made to escape. But where? In the dark he could not even find the door. Moreover, two soft but strong arms pinned him to the bed.

“Where do you want to flee, handsome young man? What are you afraid of? I want only your love, not your life. Stop kicking and struggling, let yourself be led by my hands.”

“Where is Guilbert? Where is my travel companion? I thought that he was here in bed next to me!”

“You would like to sleep with a man? Oh no, my sir.” Her voice was both persuasive and ironic, “is it not better with a woman? Do not worry about your friend: he is in the next room and he enjoys my sister. And I do not believe that you would prefer her…”

With these words the conversation between the poet and the seductress ended and caresses and gestures of love followed. In silence. Until they both, exhausted, fell asleep. But after some time, minutes? hours? , Hadlaub felt a soft touch from a foot, which stirred him until he woke up. Then came other limbs, hands, arms, the other foot, and the poet found himself prisoner in a soft and strong cage, submitted to the will of those limbs, incapable of rebelling… but how so? And he became a victim once again of womanly tricks. Victim? In reality the tricks did not bother him.

He woke up n the late morning. The sun penetrated through the curtain left half-closed. He heard Guilbert’s voice, evidently already awake, that greeted saying “good morning”. He hurried to get dress and go to the kitchen, drawn also by the scent of bread toasting on the hearth. And he found the others sitting at the table waiting for him.

“Good morning, Hadlaub, did you sleep well?”

It seemed to him that everyone watched him with light irony, but perhaps it was his imagination. He decided to join the game: 

“Truly,” he said sitting in the place left free for him, “there was someone in my bed who was very disruptive…”

“Of course,” responded Guilbert, “there are two beds in the whole house and there are four of us. Would you have liked for us to have slept three to a bed to leave the other all to you?”

“It was a woman…” and meanwhile he scrutinized the faces of the two girls who remained impassive under his gaze like stone statues. “Who was it of the two of you?” he asked with a sever tone, against his will, as if he were a confessor in front of a sinner.

“Why is it important to you?” Guilbert cut in. “Evidently it was one of them. There are no other women in the house. But tell us, was it pleasurable or bothersome?”

Hadlaub turned red in the face and stammered:

“Honestly I was very tired and would have preferred to sleep, especially the second time, or was it the third?”

They all burst into laughter. He also laughed, the victim, and admitted that, yes, the thing had been pleasurable, oh yes, very pleasurable! 

“But which one of the two of you was it?” he asked the girls once again, and once again the hunter responded:

“What does it matter to you? It was one or the other. The next time you will have to discover that on your own. But is a bit of mystery not better?”

“It might be,” admitted Hadlaub, soaking a slice of bread in a bowl of boiled milk. Then, his curiosity was so much that he could not eat.

When they were ready to leave, the girls filled a saddlebag with bread, sausage, and a chicken cooked in the fireplace. The two men smelled it for a moment before closing it in the saddlebag: it gave off a delicious smell of mountain herbs, thyme, juniper and other unidentifiable aromas. When the men were on their horses, the girls approached them and gave them each a kiss on both cheeks: Hadlaub started out now that they had two mischievous muses. 

After they had rode a while in silence, Hadlaub said, “Guilbert, I am learning much from you, many things that I would have never known without this journey. I would like if you no longer called me ‘sir’, and that you would address me informally. Do you agree?”

“I agree,” responded the hunter and he was content. 

8. Toward the Hermit’s Hut

They rode through forests and pastures all morning, in the shade and in the sun, until lunch time was announced by an intense hunger that had awakened in their stomachs. They stopped on top of a pleasant knoll, sat on a fallen trunk, and pulled the bread and the sausage from the supply of food provided by the miller’s two wives.

“We will leave the chicken for tonight,” Guilbert proposed, “I believe that we will spend the night, if we arrive there, in the hut of a hermit that lives in the forest and will be happy to divide it with us. You know, Hadlaub, he is a strange man, he lives off of wild fruit and herbs. It does not seem very healthy to me…”

“It will surely make him penitant.”

“But what sin can he do if he is always alone and does not every see anyone? He does not set nets for the birds or traps for rabbits. I do not even know if we will find him alive after a winter this long and cold.”

“One can also sin with thoughts, with desires…” Hadlaub chimed in. 

“But get out!” Guilbert exclaimed, biting into a piece of sausage, “Would it be a sin to desire bread and sausage when he is hungry? Or a bit of fire when he is cold?”

“He could desire a woman, and for a hermit who dedicates his life to prayer, it would be a mortal sin.”

Guilbert gazed at him open-mouthed in wonder.

“But if he does not even know that they exist, women! I am sure that he has not ever seen one, he does not even know how they are made…” and he retook to chewing his sausage. “And then,” he continued following the line of his thoughts, “to desire, also with passion, what is bad there? It does not do harm to anyone.”

“But the Decalogue also prohibits desire, in certain cases.”

“What is the Decalogue?”

“Never mind, Guilbert, it would take too long to tell you. Let us enjoy our food and this view in peace, it is splendid with so much sunlight!”

“I see that you are starting to understand how beautiful the world is, well done, Haudlaub!”

“And it already hurts less to stay in my saddle. I am ready to set out again when you deem it time.”

“We will go, we will go… do not doubt. We will have plenty of time to grow weary of riding and our mounts. Is this your first journey?”

“I came from the monastery of Einsiedeln to the Manesse house, but on foot. I learned afterward to ride a horse to accompany the master on his business trips, but they were always very short.” 

“So the good monks did not even give you a mule to come to Zurich?”

“No, and anyway, who would have brought it back?”

“Me. I was there for that reason. I did it other times. I left with my horse, leading the other horse behind me. The fact is that they are stingy.”

“That is not true! They are very poor. Consider that they always eat cabbage and turnips and drink only water.”

“Even the priors and abbots? I cannot believe that. They treat themselves well. It is said that they enjoy life with all their senses.”

“Lies! Slander! I lived with them a long time, I entered the monastery when I was eight years old and had been left an orphan, they welcomed me, nourished and taught me. And no one paid for my maintenance.”

“Yes, turnips and cabbage and blows on the fingers.”

“That may be, but meanwhile I learned to read and write, and also Latin. Certainly I was always hungry and cold, that is true, but all of the novices suffered as I did, especially during the services in church, which was always freezing, even in the summer. Luckily messer Manesse took me as a scribe and welcomed me into his house.”

“And now you have finally learned what it means to have a full stomach.”

“How vulgar you are, Guilbert!”

“And perhaps not only that,” added the hunter, laughing. “Come, Hadlaub, it is time to get back on the road. The sun is starting to set and we will have to reach the hermit’s hut before nightfall. I am not sure that I could find it in the dark.”

They mounted their horses and left at a good trot. As darkness fell they entered a thicket of oaks, still covered with the dried leaves of their winter covering, while other trees, beeches, alders and larches, had already put out their first buds.

“The oaks are the laziest tree,” Guilbert observed. “They have not yet stripped themselves of their dry leaves, who knows, perhaps so as not to feel the cold. Do you believe that the trees also suffer from winter?”

“Nature must have provided for them in some other way, otherwise they would not reproduce when the springtime comes.”

“Nature? Not the Good Lord?” the hunter asked ironically. 

Hadlaub did not respond to the taunt. They had, in the meantime, arrived in a clearing, in the middle of which rose a hut of logs and branches. It had already gotten dark, but the dim glimmer of an oil lamp came out of the half-open door. The inhabitant of this shelter, hearing the hooves of the horses on the ground, showed himself at the door and, recognizing Guilbert, came out to greet them merrily. He also welcomed his companion and asked for news of their journey. 
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