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‘The heart has its reason that reason does not know’

Pascal


To Gabriel

with love


Part One
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Chapter One
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Her hopes of Paris had vanished and only she could restore them.

‘I must have a real teacher.’ She was vehement. After months of confinement, her frustration had finally erupted and overcome her strong sense of obedience. ‘I want somebody who can tell me what I don’t already know. Look outside this house, to the Cloisters – look at the hundreds of young men who have come to Paris to hear great masters and philosophers. They travel here from Hungary and Italy, from Spain and Portugal, from all over France, from the German states and England: why can I not learn what they learn? They have teachers and they have Master Peter Abelard. All these young men can hear him – why not I?’ She was not to be interrupted. ‘I need walk only a hundred paces from this house to be with them in the Cathedral School. But that is forbidden. And what do you give me instead? An ignorant Bible-babbling clerk, who comes to this house and tells me what I knew as a child. He knows nothing about the pagan authors. His Latin is disgraceful. He misquotes St Jerome. Did you bring me to Paris to kill my mind, Uncle?’

Fulbert looked at his daughter with pride. What greatness was in her! His Heloise, the cleverest woman in all of France, they said. Her classical Latin was perfect. She contained a library of knowledge. She corresponded on matters of biblical scholarship with bishops. She was known to the king for her music and poetry – and she was his.

Niece, she thought she was, and he had never told her the truth. For an ambitious churchman like Canon Fulbert, taking in a niece was an act of praiseworthy charity. It was too dangerous to confess to a daughter in a period when the Catholic hierarchy was exerting an increasingly menacing pressure to enforce the chastity and obedience of its clergy.

Gone were the cheerful days of bishops with their concubines, daughters and sons, who inherited their fathers’ ecclesiastical estates. Heloise’s parentage was a secret well kept. But now, as this tall, pale, powerful young woman, her dark hair loose and free, stood across the table from him, alive with anger, in the study of his house in the Cloisters of Notre-Dame, he wished he could trumpet his paternity to the world. The frisson of her challenge excited him. Her skin glowed. Anger transformed her normally severe, abstracted expression. Yet again he looked for similarities between himself and her. There were the grey eyes, the broad shoulders, but Fulbert’s wine-raw face, with its lantern nose, and his ripe paunch were unrecognisable in the austere, commanding Heloise. Yet who on earth was like his Heloise? Only her mother, who had died soon after her birth.

‘I brought you here from Argenteuil because the abbess told me they could teach you nothing more,’ he said. He left unsaid that she had added Heloise was too restless and fierce to be a teacher, and would not stay to become a nun. ‘Everything was open to you there,’ he said. Had she taken vows she would certainly have become a powerful abbess. But, as she had repeatedly told him and her abbess, she had no vocation. She had kept to herself the increasing sense of suffocation she had felt among the ceaselessly chanting women, who accepted all the practices and commands of their order without question.

Since she had entered the convent at the age of ten, Fulbert had visited her regularly. Argenteuil was an aristocratic and richly endowed convent. It was less than two hours from Paris. Such pleasant outings. Such cherished anticipation. But over the last year she had first begged, then demanded to come to live with him. ‘Paris is the centre of the whole world,’ she had said, with the certainty that always left him helpless. ‘All the great scholars and all the great debates are there. You must bring me to Paris. What prevents you?’

Fulbert had surrendered and reassured himself that he was not being forced to do this because Heloise was right. She should live in Paris. Fulbert was proud of his city and would boast of it at every opportunity. He cherished its greatness and, as a canon of the cathedral, felt himself part of it. It was the biggest and noblest of cities, he claimed, and how elegantly it fitted so much onto an island, the Île de la Cité, in the middle of the river Seine. At one end sat the magnificent Royal Palace of the kings of France, with its celebrated gardens, and at the other the schools, which made his city, he claimed, the world centre of learning, and the several times rebuilt Cathedral of Saint-Étienne, next to the Cloisters of Notre-Dame. Here Fulbert lived, in no modest style, in one of the finer houses reserved for the canons. It was built on three substantial floors, a place of fine rooms, dark corridors and ample servants’ quarters, with gardens down to the Seine.

And which other city had the variety found in Paris? There was the synagogue in a thriving Jewish quarter, the Bishop’s Palace, two bridges swarming with merchants, who came along the river from all parts of France and whose quarters towered high on the bridges like castle walls. There were the Italian money-changers, traders from remote lands, and all the famed crafts that France could deliver. The crowded population, including the constant flow of students, who lived in the riddling riot of alleys and streets amid unceasing chattering, songs and calls for custom. Fulbert and his friends would occasionally stroll out to enliven their evenings. The noise and moods of the place! And, by the grace of God, Fulbert believed, it was blessedly without trace of plague. God favoured Paris. All this was his gift to his daughter.

Each morning, just before dawn, a horn was blown to start the new day and the bells would ring. Heloise would wake, as alert as a hare, grateful for another morning in this paradise of the mind. Fulbert saw her happiness and felt he had served her well. He benefited from her presence, too. His status grew as he showed her off. ‘This is my niece, Heloise,’ he would say, to the curious who came to see this rare woman with a fine mind. ‘There are those,’ he would fight to appear modest, ‘who say she is the cleverest woman in France … or anywhere else!’

Heloise’s education at the convent of Argenteuil had also taught her patience and silence. She drew on those resources to endure the intolerable prying of inwardly mocking churchmen, who asked her questions she thought any simpleton could answer. They applauded when she delivered the correct response, which she thought even more insulting. But it was worth it, she reasoned, to be in Paris. A price, it seemed, had to be paid.

But the few months of residence with her uncle had begun to unnerve her. He was more inclined to touch her arm affectionately or kiss her cheek than he had ever been on his visits to Argenteuil. She sensed a desire for greater familiarity and a degree of intimacy that made her uncomfortable. It was as if he owned her.

With one of Fulbert’s servants, Marguerite, she escaped as often as her fussy uncle agreed that the weather was suitable. She liked to walk across the island, from the Grand Pont to the Petit Pont, from one channel of the Seine to the other, the two like a safe cordon around the royal island. The steady run of water set off the heady and, to Heloise, seductive vivacity of the crowded streets, the vigour of the students, the beckoning coin dealers, the pleading hawkers, the finely clothed, high-horsed aristocrats and those crippled by war or punishment. The sprawl of life! Who did not long to come to Paris?

But now how could she have what the horde of young clerics, who swarmed into the lectures, took as their right? Her chaperoned walks always took her back past the school to her home in the Cloisters, which were now becoming as confining as the convent. The Cathedral School was so close but so far away, unattainable, yet how strongly the rumours of the new philosophy festered in her mind. Sometimes she heard the laughter of the young men inside the lecture room of the school’s master, Peter Abelard, and would stand outside with Marguerite, praying that God would open the doors and let her in.

Early on, Heloise had found a way to slip out on her own. Fulbert’s movements were not hard to predict, given his canonical duties, while Marguerite had to spend time in the kitchen or supervising the laundry. Heloise could lock her door, to signal study or sleep to the servants. There was a small door at the back of the house that led into a little copse at the head of the common garden, and from there, as drably dressed as she could manage, she would escape.

Walking around the city with Marguerite could be entertaining enough; with Fulbert and his fellow canons it could be instructive. But once she had acquired the taste for solitary meandering, it was as if she had shed a skin and she felt herself become … What? There lay the difficulty.

Become …? Certainly more physically liberated than had ever been permitted at Argenteuil. This was another world, she concluded. Perhaps it was a fallen world, outside the convent’s walls and away from the prayers that were claimed to sustain the real world.

And there was freedom! She could walk towards the synagogue, turn left or right, and take herself on an adventure, without harm to her soul or danger to her scholarship. She was on a quest to observe, to see. What had the classical authors taught her of the twilight women, the begging amputees, the glittering pageant of the king’s court, who moved aside those on foot as they wended their lofty way to the palace? She studied the city to find meaning.

Heloise was stirred by the shock of life. Back in her room she would lie down to calm the stir of images, phrases, actions, the sounds of laughter and threat that had infiltrated her thoughts, like hornets. Later, with the self-discipline driven into her from early childhood, she would return to her Latin masters, substitute the tales of Ovid for the freedom of the streets, wonder restlessly how she could grasp the new life Paris promised but from which she seemed barred.
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