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


Pascal




To Gabriel


with love
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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.




Chapter Two
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Arthur drew a line under the chapter he had corrected but let the image of Heloise linger. He continued to think about her. She was an orphan, incarcerated in childhood, yet found herself opposed to the vocational life. That might have been a negative. Yet she had been favoured by it, discovering the mind maps of ancient classical scholars and Christian sages and embracing their thoughts: a positive. Her life had grown through their books, which had become her closest companions.


Now that she had wrenched herself from that cocoon, how would she face up to the melee, the unscholastic confusions of this world outside books? She could hold on to her learning, and she would, but the move to Paris had brought her independence. It was a way of living she had had to deal with, far removed from the narrow focus of her convent.


Arthur walked through the side-streets of Paris with the swing and pleasure he had experienced on his first visit nearly forty years earlier. As a young man from a sluggish English province, he had, he could admit, fallen in love with the city. Nothing had blemished that. He could still be thrilled by walking the same pavements as the Impressionists and Existentialists, his feelings coloured by that first visit – a coup de foudre – when Paris had seemed to combine glamour, boldness, freedom, ideas, and a coherence of classical beauty and warm democratic pavement culture that had, once and for all, snared him. He had never tired of it but kept it, like a long friendship, in constant repair. Even now, the terror attacks and the fear of further ones had failed to dent his loyalty.


His daughter, Julia, seemed unperturbed by the possibility of more violence. Or was that just bravado?


She was three years out of university, ‘between jobs’ and, Arthur guessed, feeling rather alone in the world. Otherwise why would she have had the time and been in the mood to accept his invitation to join him for two or three weeks in Paris while he was working on his novel? It had been a rather casual, routine act of generosity, to which he had been expecting the usual evasive reply, but instead, here she was.


There was plenty of room in the flat that belonged to his brother, Matthew, and was close to the boulevard Saint-Germain and l’Odéon-Théâtre de l’Europe. Matthew’s assignments could take him abroad for long spells – he would be away for two months in India – and he had been happy to offer the place to Arthur, who was taking advantage of the summer vacation from his university to push on with the novel about Heloise and Abelard, which he had been writing for the past three years.


He had arranged to meet Julia at his favourite bistro and strode out to ensure that he was punctual. Punctuality had become a fetish in his single life. Besides, though she was in her early twenties, Arthur still had what she would consider the ridiculous notion that it might be unsafe or unsavoury for her to sit alone in a foreign bistro.


Yet there was a fragility about her. The previous evening he had taken her to a Messiaen concert in Saint-Sulpice and afterwards picked up her air of sadness. It had struck him as a rather dark mood that did not want to speak its cause, and had prompted guilt in him, which he suppressed. Julia, the younger of his two children, had suffered most when he and his wife had separated seven years previously. Her older brother was already out in the world, with a job, a fiancée, and sailing every weekend.


She had left the flat earlier, to leave him time to write. It had been a considerate gesture, for he knew she needed to be with him, especially on the first couple of days after her arrival. In fact, he had spent most of the morning thinking about how they could spend more of her visit together. Now he was eager to meet her with his plan. He arrived ten minutes early.


They had given him his usual corner table. Au Sauvignon was a small bistro a few hundred yards north of Saint-Germain, on a busy corner. As far as he could judge he was the only foreigner. He liked that. Unpretentious, it attracted a clientele across the generations and was invariably full for lunch and supper. The menu was limited and inexpensive, which suited him. Dogs were allowed and he liked that too. The inside was covered with saucy cartoons and photographs while the ceiling sported innocent cherubic erotica; the tables were small, with checked cloths, and the waiters – male and female – quick, professionally polite but just the acceptable side of brusque. He read Le Monde and drank water while he waited.


When Julia came in he felt the rush of emotions she always set off in him. How like her mother she was – the opulent dark hair, the marble skin and an attractiveness that could not be accounted for by her fine features alone. Something in the way she walked? Something in her presence? Part confidence, part shyness, something hurt, something brave. Guilt welled in him again, as did his love for her, and his unextinguished love for her mother.


She smiled: a smile that instantly triggered his. It was so good to see her – so long since they had had more than a snatched encounter.


When they had ordered and each had a glass of Chablis in hand, he raised his to her. ‘Welcome to Paris.’


She looked around. ‘This is perfect, isn’t it?’ She was tentative, fearing either to offend or flatter.


‘It is,’ he said, and sipped the wine. ‘Do you have plans? While you’re here?’


‘Well …’ Julia hesitated.


‘In that case—’


‘You do!’ She laughed. ‘I knew you would. And I bet it’s all worked out. Mum said your “rules of engagement” got on her nerves.’


‘Ah, well.’ There was still pain. ‘They’re my safety net.’


‘Safe from what?’


He shook his head and plunged in. ‘There’s a friend of mine in London,’ he said. ‘She worked in the same place as I did in the early years. She’s probably my best friend.’


‘Irene.’


‘Yes. When I’m at this stage with a book, I usually send chapters to her for comments.’


‘Would you let me do that?’ He saw she had anticipated him and felt the joy of relief that he had found a way to help them be together, work together. Her instinct was faultless. No need for an awkward paternal request. ‘It could be work experience.’ Julia pulled out of her bag a paperback copy of The Letters of Abelard and Heloise. ‘I got it this morning at that bookshop you told me about.’


‘Shakespeare and Co.’


‘It’s an amazing place, isn’t it?’


‘It is. I could give you chapters as I go along and, if you felt like it, we could talk now and then. If not – not.’


‘What could I say?’


‘Anything that came into your mind. That’s the point. I guess you know little about the twelfth century or the monopoly of religion. After all, I was out of my depth a few years ago. The English department doesn’t burden itself with French history and medieval religion. But you’ll know enough of what’s really going on – at the heart of it, the things that don’t change. Does “work experience” cover that?’


She nodded, then raised her glass. ‘Here’s to Abelard and Heloise! Thank you for this.’ There was a catch in her voice.


Arthur was moved. What else could he give her that would matter as much to her? And perhaps she could breathe the present into this once-so-famous medieval story of passion and philosophy, of friendship and God.


‘Do you really trust me, Dad?’


‘Completely.’


She looked as if she couldn’t have been more pleased, and took a gulp of wine.




Chapter Three
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Peter Abelard was the talk and, for the young, the toast of Paris. He revelled in it. He was spoken of, by himself as well as others, as ‘the greatest philosopher in the world’, that ‘world’ being, largely, twelfth-century France and some of Christendom. His lectures attracted far more students than those of any other master. He was renowned in the Cloisters for his learning, in the streets for his chastity and sentimental songs. He was merciless in open debate and fearless in pursuing his mission, which was to challenge the sacred books of the Bible and the influential Commentaries written by the Church Fathers through the centuries. He saw them as books of wisdom to be disputed, not merely obeyed, to be analysed, not merely accepted. He was bent on changing the thinking of his time.


His passion for the newly discovered Greek logic gave him a weapon that sliced through centuries of enforced obedience. Those in authority felt undermined by every wave of laughter that came through the open doors of his lecture hall when a long, dust-encrusted passage of venerable Commentary was satirised. For the Roman Catholic Church, increasingly ferocious in its determination to control human life on earth and into Heaven, the scriptural Commentaries, written by defenders of every word in the Bible, were its fortress. Abelard, tolerated only because of his genius, his success and his high connections, was the enemy at the gate. He stood almost alone in Christendom, by far the most effective and arrogant of the sacred Church’s critics.


The number of those who envied and feared him was growing and slowly gathering strength. But the dazzle of his intelligence was devastating. His fame as a teacher was so widespread that rich young students were coming to Paris in droves, and the energy, income and influence they brought to the city and the Church were not to be jeopardised. There was already talk of using Abelard’s magnetism to found a university on the Left Bank of the Seine, on Montagne Sainte-Geneviève. That would be a substantial gain for France.


And then there was the man’s cunning. He never openly doubted the authority of the Church or the Holy Trinity. He argued that he was helping it with the clarifications he offered. He was so hard to fault. And he lived as chastely as a monk, yet he acted like an aristocrat.


Which he was. When Heloise was allowed to sit against the wall in her uncle’s parlour and listen to Fulbert and his eminent friends discussing the day, Abelard’s activities often played a leading role in their talk. After they had sighed over his success and spoken with envy about the impact of his lectures and books, she had noticed that one of the company would always say, ‘But we must remember he is of good family.’


‘A Breton. Not a Frenchman.’


‘He seems proud of it.’


‘But undoubtedly he is an aristocrat and well connected.’


‘That makes it very difficult to unseat him.’


‘Why should we want to?’ Fulbert always made the same intervention. It was one of the few things that made Heloise warm to him. ‘Why should we, my friends? He brings us honour. He brings us riches. Some say he is the new Aristotle.’


‘Aristotle was a pagan.’


‘But very clever, I’m told, nonetheless.’


And Peter Abelard is a philosopher, Heloise wanted to cry. What can be more glorious than that? But she knew her place among the church elders and held her tongue. However much they liked her to perform – especially to demonstrate how easily and elegantly she could turn common phrases into classical Latin – her opinions were never sought.


That a man compared to Aristotle was alive and in the same city as herself moved Heloise to awe. That she should be living in such a time and place! That this philosopher should be teaching in the schools a few score steps from where she lived. It was as if a part of the wisest ancient learning had broken away from its historical context and drifted through the centuries to lodge in Paris.


She made it her business to find out as much as she could. Abelard was the eldest son of a noble Breton family. At a remarkably early age he had given up all rights to the titles and benefits of the first son to devote himself to philosophy. His younger brother would inherit the estate. As a youth he had declared – so it was rumoured – that he preferred Minerva, the goddess of learning, to Mars, the god of war. Heloise had absorbed that statement and would often return to it. But the knightly quest and temperament had never wholly left him.


He had found public debates to be like jousts. On his quest for fame he had sought them in schools outside the capital until he had arrived in Paris as master of the Cathedral School of Notre-Dame. Then there had been a mysterious and lengthy disappearance. Heloise had discovered only that he had gone to Brittany to be with his ailing parents.


The students had greeted with joy his return to Paris after a few years on the Breton estates. The city’s streets had also missed their troubadour. Other teachers braced themselves – the more so when they saw him reappear in such style: clothes of noble cut, a handsome stallion, a servant, and money enough to rent lodgings on Montagne Saint-Geneviève since the Cloisters had no house to offer him.


Heloise saw him for the first time on one of her walks with Marguerite. It was the older woman who stopped suddenly in the street, as if stricken, which she was: a tall, well-built aristocrat was mounted on his stallion, pacing through the streets towards the schools.


‘Master Abelard,’ Marguerite breathed rather heavily. She did not turn to Heloise, clearly reluctant to lose a moment of his presence. ‘I know every one of his songs,’ she whispered. ‘By heart.’ She stood stock still, her country face bright as the full moon.


Heloise tried to memorise everything about him. His hair was hay-coloured, long, boisterous. She liked that: it gave him the aspect of boldness. His face – if only his horse would move more slowly! – was … beautiful. It was the only word that began to do it justice. A strong nose, eyes – what colour? Blue? They must be blue – seeming, she thought, to scan everyone and see everything. Did they settle on her for a moment or two? Or did they retain the privacy and intense internal life she imagined was defined by the full, firm mouth, the strong jaw and his confidence? It was more than confidence, she decided later. It was an aura. He held the reins with his right hand, and on one of the fingers she saw a heavy ring, which must have had a seal on it. He looked, she thought, as if he could move the world. This, Heloise was certain, was how all the truly great philosophers had looked. Seneca and Cicero had been rich men, as Abelard appeared to be. But that was not what the discerning glance observed. It saw pure thought, a mind dedicated to philosophy.


After Abelard had passed by and Marguerite had watched until he turned a corner and the murmur of admiration from bystanders had subsided, she turned to Heloise and said, with pride in her voice, ‘I’ll teach you his songs.’


Heloise was silent as they walked back to the Cloisters. She had seen a philosopher.


When Abelard looked back at the time when he had begun to pursue Heloise, he wrote:


Success always puffs up fools with pride and worldly security, weakens the spirit’s resolution and easily destroys it through carnal temptation. I began to think myself the only philosopher in the world with nothing to fear from anyone and so I yielded to the lusts of the flesh. Hitherto I had been entirely continent.


There was in Paris at that time a girl named Heloise, the niece of Fulbert, one of the canons. In looks she did not rank lowest, while in the extent of her learning she stood supreme. I considered all the usual attractions for a lover and decided she was the one to brighten my bed, confident that I should have an easy success for at that time I had youth and exceptional good looks as well as my great reputation to commend me and I feared no rebuff from any woman.


All on fire with desire for this girl, I sought an opportunity to get to know her.




Chapter Four
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Julia read Abelard’s words twice, the second time very carefully, disbelievingly. This was the greatest philosopher of his day?


‘He’s so arrogant!’ she said, heatedly.


‘It benefits from some context,’ said Arthur.


‘Such as?’


He replied unusually firmly: ‘That passage comes from his autobiographical confession, the Historia Calamitatum, which he wrote about twelve years after he first met Heloise. They had been agonisingly apart throughout that time after a terrible separation. He was living far away from her and from Paris, desolate after what had happened between them. He wrote in that high-handed—’


‘Obnoxious!’


‘—way to flagellate himself. He wanted forgiveness and he painted himself at the time as severely as he could. I realise that it reads today like callous hubris.’


Julia was amazed.


‘Come on, Dad. You can’t let him get away with “exceptional good looks” and “my great reputation”.’


‘I rather enjoy it. Our smug fashion for false modesty is much worse. It’s rather creepy.’


‘He’s so calculating.’


‘But is he alone in that in the courtship stakes? It’s a prime time for calculation, isn’t it, and exaggeration? Especially as it’s his first time. And what’s wrong with a bit of bounce? Boasting was his armour.’


‘But he’s taking such advantage of her. How old was he?’


‘Thirty-five. But he describes himself as a youth.’


‘And she was seventeen? What a bastard.’


‘It isn’t such an unusual age gap, especially not in the Middle Ages. The chronicles are littered with aristocratic arranged marriages between older men and much younger women. You find it right through society, with the early death of so many women in childbirth. Aristotle said that the best ratio was forty to sixteen. And today some predatory academics, as I know from my own university, follow him more or less to the letter – they regularly target younger women students for casual sex, which is what Abelard is honestly contemplating.’


‘Honestly? And it doesn’t make it okay that people are just as bad today. Why don’t you condemn him?’


‘I can’t.’


‘Why not?’


‘I want to understand him – and what you’ve just read can be interpreted in a completely different way. It’s either insufferable masculine boasting – which has been going on since time immemorial – or he’s trying to show the world what a sinner he once had been. I think he despised his younger self and wanted the world to know it. He wasn’t just a sinner but, with the then customary Catholic exaggeration, he wanted to appear as the most flawed sinner there’d ever been. Look at this terrible man, he writes, a seducer, unchristian: that was me. This is a message to God, Julia, whom he believed saw and judged all, and Abelard feared, on later reflection, that in what became his passion for Heloise, he had lost his soul. To save it he drew a devastating portrait of himself as a penitent sinner.’


‘Why?’


‘At that time the source of all life and knowledge was a vengeful God – Abelard believed that. And God held the keys to eternal life, which was the greatest prize for earthly existence.’


‘So what had he done to Heloise to make him so ashamed?’


‘That’s the book.’


The conversation was over. Julia, tuned in to his ways, took no offence. What he meant, she thought, was that he would not be rushed.


Julia looked again at the passage in her father’s book that had triggered his defence of Abelard. His view seemed to change its obvious meaning too much, but in his tone she had caught a plea. As if he needed to defend Abelard for reasons she could not yet uncover.


Arthur lit a cigarette. He tried to limit himself to three a day. They were in the square opposite Matthew’s flat. A couple of dozen tables had been set out in front of the Odéon-Théâtre in what seemed a half-hearted bureaucratic attempt to trap tourists on their way to the Jardin du Luxembourg. Arthur liked the spot because it was in shade, and he enjoyed the desultory swish of passers-by. Yet another taste of Paris.


Julia reopened the conversation carefully. ‘What makes you want to excuse him?’


He hesitated. ‘Let’s put aside his claim – with which many of the best minds then and now agree – that he was the greatest philosopher of his day. Although that meant just a corner of what we call Europe. He knew nothing about India, the Arabs or China, but you could say that Abelard was a key early voice in that roll-out of the Western modern mind.’


‘But that doesn’t mean we have to respect his attitude to Heloise, does it? The one doesn’t mean he can get away with the other.’


‘Perhaps it does. There’s a price to pay for radicalism. He was unafraid to enrage popes, insult bishops, knock venerable scholars off their perches and belittle men destined for sainthood. He set out to change the way the world thought. No less. Imagine the exaltation and the loneliness of that. But he did it. And finally they got him for it.’


‘All right. But what about Heloise?’


‘There’s no evidence that she made any attempt to repel him.’


‘How could she? He was the Big Philosopher. She was confined to barracks … a collector’s item for her father to show off. She was just a girl.’


‘Was she? Not from what I’ve discovered. She wasn’t the seventeen-year-old that writers have lapped up over the centuries. She was more your age – at least twenty-four.’


‘Where did you find that out?’


‘From Michael Clanchy’s book on Abelard. It’s excellent – I’ll lend you my copy. He proves she was somewhere towards or even past her mid-twenties. No one knows the year of her birth so she could have been even older, but for my novel she’s a wholly unworldly virgin of twenty-four.’


‘Hasn’t seventeen always been part of the attraction?’


‘Up to a point. A girl has a crush, but a young woman can be powerfully in love. And why should the years of study not have built up her appetite through a combination of restraint and imagination? She was widely considered to be the best-educated and best-read woman in France. How could anyone have said that of a seventeen-year-old? Her reading included the great Roman authors – Cicero, Seneca, Ovid – and all the Church Fathers from St Jerome onwards, the Bible, and on and on. At seventeen? But, most importantly, Michael Clanchy produces evidence that she was known to Peter who became the Venerable, the head of the Cluny order, when he was young. He was born around 1092 and writes of her as older than himself. Abelard seduces Heloise in 1117. She must have been born before 1092. The ageing lech and the star-struck student are out. Thank God!’


Julia smiled. ‘Doesn’t that ruin it?’


‘Not for me. I think it gives it much more poignancy and fury. Own up! Seventeen’s a mess.’


‘I disagree. Whenever you really fall in love for the first time it can change your life. Whatever age.’ She paused, hoping he would say something that might shed light on his relationship with her mother. Her impulsive decision to join him in Paris had been spurred by the hope that she would discover the truth of what had happened between them.


Her father was silent. She saw he would not be drawn. Julia took another tack. ‘Why was she called “a girl”?’ she asked.


‘It’s a fashion,’ Arthur said, the relief evident in his voice. ‘I’ve heard groups of men in middle age referring to “the girls” – “The girls will join us later.” They meant their fifty-year-old wives. I suspect that certain men always have and always will use expressions like that. And women themselves use it too. And Michael Clanchy shows there’s evidence that our word “girl” was an inadequate translation for the Latin equivalent in the first place. That word included an age bracket far wider than today’s “girl”. And remember, Abelard was thirty-five and called himself a youth.’


‘Okay. I’ll settle for twenty-four-ish.’


‘You’re enjoying this. Aren’t you?’


‘Is that not in the rules?’ She smiled.


‘Certainly not! Me too, as it happens! But look at him, Peter Abelard, whose writings had already rocked the world, who had scoured the unfashionable places in France for an education, abandoned a noble inheritance, taken on the champions of the Church, defeated many of them – what did he do now? What more did his life need? What would be more dramatic than to ruin it?’


Julia was rather uncomfortable with her father’s intensity. And it was such an odd conclusion, she thought. Why should a successful person want to ruin what they had?


‘And there’s one more thing that hasn’t been given anything like enough attention.’ He finished his wine. ‘Before he met Heloise he had left Paris and gone back to Brittany for three years. He said he’d overworked. I think he had a breakdown. Nobody knows what happened in those three years, but that’s where fiction can go. I think he feared he no longer believed in God, in the Church, in Christ, in eternal life, or anything that provided the boundary of all thought and behaviour at that time. I think he believed that his logic had so powerfully destroyed his old religion that he feared he had lost his soul. And to lose your soul in his day was to be condemned to perpetual death, with no possibility of the eternal life Christ promised. I think he had a total and terrifying crack-up, and the fear of its recurrence never left him.


‘He came back from it still, it seemed, eager for everything, but in my view, he was desperate and fearful, no longer sure that philosophy was the sole purpose of his life on earth. There was an inflammation of the mind. He had decided to use logic to study religion. Now he set out to prove that God was the fountain of all reason and only he could prove it. He came back from that chasm as wild as the wind. That is when we meet him.’




Chapter Five
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Fulbert’s behaviour made Heloise anxious. In the past his visits to the convent had schooled her to treat him with formality. Now she saw a kindly man to whom she owed much, a rather nervous man, at times fussing over her health, her situation, her studies, quite unnecessarily, she thought. She did not welcome such close attention. Nor did she enjoy their intense coexistence – there was a fawning aspect to her uncle’s character along with his determination to show her off to his friends. She had tried to find ways to endure or evade it.


But over the past few days he had almost gloated over her. He smiled more than he ever had before, revealing big, stained teeth. He would chuckle to himself when they sat down to eat and say such things as ‘Are you certain you have everything you need, Heloise?’ or ‘How can Paris be made better, Heloise?’ He seemed to be sitting on a secret that had not quite hatched, but the prospect of revealing it made him giddy with power. Was his concern related to her having told him (too vehemently, she now thought) of her dissatisfaction? Had that turned him against her? Had he seen it as ingratitude? Later, when she repeated her request, he made no reply but chuckled even more and raised his glass of wine as if toasting himself. That was how a good uncle should behave.


Heloise retreated to her room more frequently and tried with limited success to settle her mind by rereading her favourite authors and seeking out what seemed to her to be the essence of wisdom and philosophy. But that well-trodden path could not erase her anxiety.


‘This,’ said Fulbert, preceding his prize into the smaller parlour designated for Heloise’s education, ‘is Master Peter Abelard.’


Peter filled the door frame and stood still as Fulbert, with ceremonious steps, crossed the room to Heloise, who was standing by an oak table on which were displayed a few handsome manuscripts.


She sensed that her uncle wanted her to bow and ignored the unspoken request. She was too overwhelmed and shocked to move.


‘Master Abelard,’ said Fulbert, addressing her while never taking his eyes off Abelard, ‘is unable to secure accommodation in the Cloisters so I have invited him to lodge with us. It will be more convenient for him. In part return, he will at times be your teacher.’


Now he turned to Heloise. The precious gift he was proffering demanded a response. It took some effort to attempt a smile and to thank her uncle formally.


‘There could be no better teacher in the whole world than Master Abelard,’ Fulbert continued, as his voice took on a singsong enraptured tone, ‘and I am sure that in time he will find that he has no more willing pupil than yourself among all who flock to Paris to hear his lectures and debates. And no better prepared student.’


Heloise made a gesture – for Abelard’s benefit – to deflect this praise. He smiled, as if mocking all the claims made for them both. She liked that.


‘He will teach you all you could wish to know,’ Fulbert said, his eyes misting with the prospect of the joy ahead, ‘because he knows all there is to know. You have asked me on many occasions to bring you a tutor, Heloise, but, like a good huntsman, I bided my time until the finest quarry was fully in sight. And here he is.’


How had Fulbert secured him? Had he bribed him? Was her uncle far more important in Paris than she had ever dreamed of while she was in Argenteuil?


Fulbert walked back to Peter Abelard and looked at him solemnly. ‘I give my niece into your charge,’ he said. ‘She has been fretful lately, and she can be obstructive. If she disobeys you, you must strike her as you would any other pupil. I will leave you now.’ He paused.


Heloise responded as her uncle clearly wished: ‘I thank you for this great gift,’ she said stiffly. ‘No woman in France, no woman in the world who wants knowledge can be as fortunate as I find myself today.’


Fulbert sighed deeply. ‘God bless you,’ he said, in a heartfelt tone, ‘and to you, Master Abelard, my lasting thanks that you grace my house and agree to undertake a task that I hope you will find within your time and patience.’


‘Never fear.’ Abelard looked over the shorter man’s shoulder to the statuesque expectant figure behind him. ‘God will guide us.’


As, thought Fulbert, as he left, closing the door discreetly, he has guided me. Who could have dared to think that Peter Abelard would lodge in my house to be the tutor of my daughter, the envy of my friends and the entertainment of my table?


Such wisdom, such fame and such chastity. The continence of Abelard was as famous and important to Fulbert as his exceptional mind. Though not a cleric, the man lived as a monk yet held himself as a lord. Although he was a lord he was the humble guest of Canon Fulbert, whose status in the Cloisters community would now be decisively enhanced. Who could foresee what glory would accrue to his daughter?




Chapter Six
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Abelard poured himself some wine. As it curved down into the empty goblet, the blood seemed to drain out of his body. He glanced at Heloise, then concentrated on the hand that reached for the goblet. He coughed to break the silence and picked up the goblet, taking unusual care to drink soundlessly.


He had not imagined this numbing feeling. To Abelard, the thought was father to the instant deed or opinion but not here. He looked at Heloise almost furtively, as if he were spying on her. He liked the long black hair, lustred by the sun shafting through the high windows. Her skin was attractively pale, contrasting dramatically with the dark hair. Her eyes were grey, alert. He noticed that her hands were strong, locked tightly together on her lap. The long grey gown helped to reinforce the posture of a nun. He wanted to ask her why she had not taken her vows but the question seemed premature.
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