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To Benoît, Annelise, Perrine, and Mathilde


Praise for Other Works by Claude Lecouteux

“Claude Lecouteux is the most versatile and wide-ranging of the scholars of the medieval imagination—any book of his is a treat.”

RONALD HUTTON, PROFESSOR OF 
HISTORY AT THE UNIVERSITY OF BRISTOL, 
ENGLAND, AND AUTHOR OF WITCHES, DRUIDS 
AND KING ARTHUR

“The High Magic of Talismans and Amulets is the only talisman book you will ever need. In this expansive tome, Lecouteux has unified information never before assembled in one place. This book is a useful guide and a wellspring on the subject, drawing from cultures throughout time and around the globe. Here, given to the readers, are historical examples of famous talismans and amulets, their meanings and origins, and explanations on how to generate them.”

MAJA D’AOUST, WITCH 
OF THE DAWN AND AUTHOR OF FAMILIARS 
IN WITCHCRAFT

“What are the ancient mysteries of earth and water? Guided by the sure hand of Claude Lecouteux in this erudite and accessible book [Demons and Spirits of the Land], we find keys to the recovery and renewed understanding of indigenous European religious traditions concerning land and water. A valuable book—highly recommended.”

ARTHUR VERSLUIS, AUTHOR OF 
SACRED EARTH AND RELIGION 
OF LIGHT

“With the Dictionary of Gypsy Mythology, Claude Lecouteux has filled a void long overdue in its need for address. He approaches a mysterious and all too oft misunderstood culture with respect, compassion, and genuine interest. The resulting text is compelling, informative, educational, and practical, as the alphabetical layout lends itself to research as well as reading for pleasure.”

VANESSA SINCLAIR, PSY.D.,
PSYCHOANALYST, ARTIST, AND AUTHOR OF SWITCHING 
MIRRORS

“Claude Lecouteux’s work on the topic of ancient magic spells stands out as a refreshing reminder and example of what real scholarship should be and can be. Traditional Magic Spells for Protection and Healing is eminently researched and readable: it features a substantial introduction, chapters organized by topic, several appendices, an index, and a full bibliography. It is a must-read not only for the specialists of ancient magic and medicine but also for the general public.”

JACQUES E. MERCERON, 
PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF FRENCH AT INDIANA 
UNIVERSITY, BLOOMINGTON

“Both scholarly and accessible in this translation, The Secret History of Vampires is a gem. Lecouteux reveals ancient precursors to the vampire myth that are overlooked by most researchers. These and other theories are backed by a plethora of supporting evidence, including primary sources in the appendices, making this a must-add to any vampire library.”

KONSTANTINOS, AUTHOR OF VAMPIRES: 
THE OCCULT TRUTH

“The Hidden History of Elves and Dwarfs explores the transformations through time of the ‘little people’ of ancient Europe, both as ‘elementals’ personifying subtle powers of the natural world and as ambiguous projections of our own fears and desires. We have always had uneasy relations with these furtive beings who populate a secret world just out of sight, both close to home and beyond our ken, intimate and alien, a ‘hidden folk’ who manifest the quiet mysteries of our daily lives. Professor Lecouteux offers a comprehensive and engaging ‘unnatural history’ of these exotic familiars.”

CRAIG R. DAVIS, PROFESSOR OF 
ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE AT SMITH 
COLLEGE

“A Lapidary of Sacred Stones has to be the most incredible book ever published on sacred and magical stones. The illustrations are magnificent and worth the price of the book alone. A must-have for historians and anyone interested in the sacred and magical properties of stones. This book is really a magical mystery tour!”

JOHN DESALVO, 
PH.D., AUTHOR OF POWER 
CRYSTALS AND THE LOST 
ART OF ENOCHIAN MAGIC

“Once again Claude Lecouteux produces a thoroughly researched, eminently readable, and delightfully entertaining text that blends scholarly ethos with respect for the unknown. Readers with a casual interest in the supernatural will find their knowledge greatly expanded and their curiosity provoked even further. Those already adept in the subject will nonetheless find much to mull over in The Secret History of Poltergeists and Haunted Houses.”

THE WITCHES’ ALMANAC
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INTRODUCTION

RELIGION, ROMANCE, AND FABLE

The Middle Ages—a descriptive phrase that encompasses a span of ten centuries and which was invented by the librarian of the pope in 1469—represent a period that is poorly known to most people. The Middle Ages were allegedly “dark”—namely, the so-called Dark Ages. But this period also witnessed the blossoming of oral traditions whose echo can be found in many texts that have come down to the present day. Epics and romances, tales and legends, fabliaux and lays—all were performed aloud, and every minstrel and jongleur had a repertory at their disposal not unlike the one that Elias Lönnrot collected during the nineteenth century when he compiled the Finnish Kalevala. These original medieval tales rarely possessed the form in which we might find them today in the versions of Charles Perrault, Madame d’Aulnoye, or the Brothers Grimm. They were most often included in the romances, in which they would constitute an episode, or else were fictionalized. In 1928, Vladimir Propp noted that “the romance of chivalry finds its origin in the domain of the tale.” Several medievalists have examined this subject and have managed to find fragments of tales scattered almost everywhere, but considerable research remains to be done.1

The tales are hidden in the collections of exempla,*12 in compilations like the Deeds of the Romans (Gesta Romanorum), the oldest manuscript of which dates from 1342, a collection that Johann G. Graesse did not hesitate to describe as the “most ancient collection of tales” and which was translated into several languages,3 notably Polish and later Russian. Some of its stories were recast as folklore, and traces of them can be found, for example, in a Caucasian folktale.

The tales are also concealed in historiographies, sermons, farces, fables, and lays. They can be recognized by their structures and by the functions embodied in their protagonists, with everything else being variable. Precisely because they possess an open structure, they are receptive to the interpolations of new elements, and we are often faced with narratives that combine non-native elements.

Legends are constantly adapting to their sociocultural environment; they are rewritten in the style of the times in which they circulate, and, during the Middle Ages, moral and religious considerations played an important role in the transformation process. Legends were most often composed from a primary motif—an event or personal experience—or a notion around which the narrative was crystallized, and one category of legendry is called a récit de croyance, a “narrative of folk belief.” Finally, these legends all say they are true.4

A distinction is made among five types of stories:


	Legends of the dead

	Demonic legends

	Historical legends

	Christian legends, including the legends of the saints

	Etiological legends



The ancient texts, a great many of which were written in Latin, collected oral narrative traditions, but the tales were also transposed into the courtly and chivalrous world. The décor was changed: the activities of the nobility, the medieval courts and their pomp, formed the environment. Yet the marvelous is omnipresent: fairies, dwarfs, and demons haunt this world, giants and magicians—both male and female—serve as antagonists (the female variety having the ability to change you into a dragon or a doe), but deliverance comes in the nick of time, with a few rare exceptions! What Propp called the “magical methods” are encountered in the course of every narrative: elixirs, salves, rings, stones of great virtue,5 simples, spells—the imagination here seems boundless.

The period of the Middle Ages presents three areas of interest with regard to the study of tales and legends. It first offers us evidence about their antiquity; next, it shows us the dominant themes and motifs on which they were structured; and finally, it provides us with valuable information about the mentalities of the long-distant past, as these stories are riddled with realia borrowed from the civilization in which they are immersed.6 A major movement for the rediscovery of this ancient literature took place in the nineteenth century, and many stories were translated or adapted. Just under thirty of the Grimms’s fairy tales derive from the Middle Ages, while that number increases to thirty-three in the work of Ludwig Bechstein.7 It was also during the nineteenth century that writers, and even the authors of opera librettos, began incorporating medieval tales and legends into their work, helping to rekindle the public’s interest in them.

One of the other merits of the tales and legends that we have chosen to rescue from obscurity is that they show how the romance writers of the Middle Ages recast the popular narratives from oral tradition and how they mined this lode of stories to construct their own tales. In “Frederick of Swabia,” one of the forms taken by the classical tale of Cupid and Psyche, we find the incorporation of the myth of bird women, a visit to the dwarfs, and the deliverance of a young woman who has been metamorphosed. In “Liombruno” we see the fusion of the story of the child promised to the devil with that of the fairy mistress. The tale of the “magical return,” represented by “Henry the Lion,” is enriched with that of the “Grateful Lion,” and the tale of the woman slandered sees its structure tripled in “Crescentia.”

During the Middle Ages the border between tales and legends was both fluid and porous. The two genres are composites and constantly shift in terms of their elements. Modern definitional criteria—the tale is characterized by its happy ending, in contrast to the legend; the latter stands outside of time and space, while the former is well anchored in reality, and so forth—are barely applicable here. Now there are exceptions to these rules. Incidentally, we should note that in many cases the list of tale types includes legends. By trying to stick a label on the whole thing, the historians of literature can be misleading.

Equally vague is the border between exempla—religious legends—and folktales. “The Incest of Gregorius” provides a good example of this. Numerous references in the nomenclature of Antti Aarne’s and Stith Thompson’s motif indexes for folktales line up with those of the Index exemplorum (Index of Exempla) compiled by Frederic Tubach. All of this is to be expected because the Middle Ages did not truly seek to distinguish among all these narrative forms, and, depending on the era, the same story could be called a fable, an exemplum, a story, or a tale. Take a look at the French lays of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries:8 the majority of them are tales built on themes that have been clearly noted by the folklorists.

The three major vectors of tales and legends are the religious literature, the romance, and the fable, but traces of them can be found in other literary genres. In the first case, they serve as scaffolding for moralizing or allegorical interpretations; in the second case, they are transposed. The heroes are no longer anonymous; now clothed with chivalric virtues, they live in castles, they go on hunts and participate in tourneys, and so forth. The action is situated in a geographical location, except in those cases when the author is specifically following a folktale. The romances built on the theme of the quest—a quest for identity, for sovereignty, or a bridal quest—are comparable to the initiatory tales exalting the qualities prized by a society: courage, perseverance, generosity, and charity are rewarded. Rescued from the claws of the monster that abducted her, the maiden gives her hand to the hero or gives him the instructions he needs to achieve his quest.

Until 1350 or thereabouts, the majority of vernacular texts were composed in verse, contrary to those in Latin. Versification entailed the use of chevilles*2 and repetitions. Set within a feudal environment, these texts are characterized by long, stereotyped descriptions of feasts, clothing, arms, and battles. They are rife with allusions or reminders of courtly values because the poets and romance writers, whose livelihood was dependent on their benefactors, had to present the latter with heroes in whom they could recognize themselves. Furthermore, during the era of manuscript production, the scribes overlooked and sometimes left out passages, or skipped words. This led to the creation of obscure passages, mysterious phrases, and allusions that are incomprehensible to anyone who lacks access to the several different textual variants that may be extant today. To translate these legends in a literal way, word for word, as we have done elsewhere,9 results in a text that only specialists can appreciate. So we have adapted these stories by tidying them up—in other words, by eliminating the redundancies and summarizing the long descriptions and the constant references to God, and to his Mercy and Omnipotence, except when such elements play an important part in the narration.

In some instances the reader will find two versions of the same story presented, separated by one or two centuries but worthy of note because of the alteration of the essential elements, which thereby document the evolution of the narrative based on the talent of the storyteller. In the appendices, more recent accounts (from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries) will show the role that the historical era has played in the written obsession with these stories.

After each story, the section marked with the symbol & provides some comparative sources and related literature concerning the tale or legend.
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CHAPTER I

ANIMAL TALES

 


1. The Bat

Once upon a time, the animals declared war on all the birds that had feathers for flying. There was a large and brutal battle that lasted for a very long time, but the outcome was indecisive. Madame Bat, fearing that the birds were on the losing side, did not want to stay with them for long. “With my claws, my muzzle, and my head, I look like an animal,” she told herself. Thus, she departed to help her enemies.

However, the eagle had put all his effort into fortifying, rallying, and assisting his troops. He inspired them with so much courage for the battle that they fought proudly and cut down the pride of the animals. They struck their foes so hard and so much that the eagle’s troops emerged victorious. The animals dashed forth in large numbers in vain; they were not able to mount any resistance and the victors then dealt with the bat. They plucked out all her feathers, thrashed her, and gave her a good beating for abandoning them. She remained all black and bare, and the whole court condemned her to no longer fly during the day.

MARIE DE FRANCE, 
“DE VESPERTILIONE,” FABLES (TWELFTH 
CENTURY)1
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The story that inspired Marie de France explains some of the bat’s characteristics. It is a part of the group of etiological legends that responds to the questions raised by the people of a bygone day: “Why is the sea salty?” “Why is the crow black?” and so on. It can also be found in the exempla and in sermons, as well as in historiography.

AATH 222 A; TU 501


[image: image] Albert-Lorca, L’Ordre des Choses; Jacques de Vitry, Sermones Vulgaris, no. 153; Johannes Gobi, 
Scala Coeli, no. 420; Vincent of Beauvais, Speculum historiale, III.




2. The Grateful Lion

Once upon a time there was a knight who was passionate about hunting. One day, a lion came up to him limping and held out his paw in which a thorn was stuck. The knight got down from his steed and pulled it out, treated the wound with some balm, and healed it.2 It so happened that the king was also hunting by chance in this same forest and held it captive for many long years. One day the knight rebelled against this monarch and sought safe haven in the woods, robbing and killing all those who crossed his path. He was eventually captured, and the king handed down the following sentence: he would be cast to the lion, who would not be given any food so as to increase his hunger. Once in the pit, the knight became greatly afraid while awaiting the hour of his death. But the lion looked at him quite closely, and once he recognized him, he displayed great joy and remained near him for seven days without eating him.

When news of this extraordinary behavior made its way to the ears of the monarch, he was amazed. He had the knight brought out of the pit and asked him: “Tell me, my friend, how is it that this lion has done you no harm?”

The knight told the king about his adventure with the animal, adding: “That is why I believe he is not attacking me.”

“Since the lion has not eaten you, I, too, am going to spare your life. Henceforth, you must strive to change your life.”

The knight thanked the king, mended his ways, and ended his days peacefully.

GESTA ROMANORUM, 
CHAP. 1043

This story shows what happened during the Middle Ages to the legend of Androcles and the lion, which Aesop turned into a fable. It enjoyed huge popularity and provided episodes to many courtly romances; Chrétien de Troyes and his imitators recycled it in “The Knight of the Lion.” It is also found in the “Life of Saint Jerome.”


[image: image] Aulus Gellius,
Attic Nights, bk. XIV; EM, s.v. “Androklus und der Löwe”; Pliny the Elder, 
Natural History, VII, 21, 3–4 (the hero is named Mentor of Syracuse).
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3. The She-Wolf

A priest traveling with his servant spent the night in a forest. He had built a fire and was keeping vigil close to the flames when a wolf approached them and said:4 “Stay calm and do not be scared; you have no need to tremble when there is no cause for fear!” The priest then begged him in God’s name to do them no harm and asked him what manner of creature he might be. “Our people were once cursed by a Bishop,” the beast answered. “We are forced, every seven years, to exile two persons, a man and a woman, from their land and to alter their shapes. They then take on the appearance of wolves.5 But when the seven years have passed, if they are still alive, they can return to their country and to their original nature, while another couple will replace them under the same conditions. My companion is gravely ill and living her final moments. Come and give her last rites.”

Overcoming his fear, the priest followed the wolf to a hollow tree where a she-wolf was lying. She was groaning and moaning like a human being. She greeted the churchman and asked for last rites, but he hesitated because he was looking at an animal. Then, using his paw as if it were a hand, he pulled back the hide from the wolf’s head and unrolled it down to her navel, revealing the body of an old woman.*3 The priest finished by giving her the communion for which she asked, and the wolf skin immediately covered her again.

In the morning, the wolf led the priest and his servant out of the forest, showed them the safest road, thanked them, and disappeared.

GERALD OF WALES, 
TOPOGRAPHIA HIBERNICA, II, 16

[image: image]

Behind this legend is hidden a belief in werewolves in Ireland that has been clearly confirmed since the twelfth century. Another account offers some information that completes this text: “One day the Irish began howling like wolves against Saint Patrick, who was preaching the Christian religion to them. So that their descendants would have a visible sign of their ancestors’ lack of faith, the saint asked God to make it so that some of them would be transformed into wolves for seven years and live in the forests like the animals whose appearance they had assumed.” 
7


[image: image]  EM, s.v. “Wolfsmenschen” and “Giraldus Cambrensis”; Lecouteux, Elle courait le garou; Witches, Werewolves, and Fairies.




4. The Brave Serpent

During the reign of the emperor Fulgentius there was a knight named Zedechias8 who lived in his empire. He had married a very beautiful but impossibly stupid woman.9 A serpent lived in one room of their house. The knight participated so often in tournaments and jousting that he became quite impoverished by it. He wept bitter tears and, at the height of his despair, vainly thrashed about not knowing what to do. The serpent took note of his sorrow and, like Balaam’s ass10 from days of yore, started to speak:11 “Why do you lament? Follow my counsel and you shall not regret it. Give me some sweet milk every day and I will make you rich.”*4 Zedechias was overjoyed and promised to grant him his wish every day. In a short time, he had made a fortune, had beautiful children, and was living in luxury.

One day his wife said to him: “My lord, I am sure that the serpent is hiding great wealth in the room where he dwells.12 I advise you to kill him so we can steal it from him.” Following his wife’s advice, at the same time Zedechias brought the snake the saucer of milk, he took a hammer to kill it. When he saw the milk, the snake stuck his head from his hole to drink it as usual. The knight raised his hammer to crush him, but the serpent spotted it in extremis, pulled back his head, and the hammer only hit the saucer.

Shortly after this attempt, Zedechias lost his children and all his goods. His wife then said to him: “Oh, what bad advice I gave you! Go to the snake’s hole and make your mea culpa in every possible way so that, maybe, he will forgive you.”

[image: image]

The knight obeyed his wife and went weeping to beg the serpent for his forgiveness so he could regain his former wealth. But the beast responded: “I now can clearly see that you are a fool and you will always be one. It is impossible for me to forget that you tried to kill me, just as it is impossible for you to forget that I killed your children and took possession of all your riches. Thus, there can be no peace between us.”

Deeply troubled, Zedechias replied: “I promise you that I shall never undertake anything at all against you, if only you will forgive me.”

“My dear friend,” said the serpent, “be satisfied with my words, for I will never forget your hammer blow and treachery. Get away before something worse happens to you!”

Greatly stricken, the knight left and told his wife: “What a misfortune it is that I followed your advice!” And from that time on they lived in perpetual poverty.

GESTA ROMANORUM, 
CHAP. 14113

This tale features a household spirit in an ophidian shape, a common guise of this creature in the folk beliefs. The well-being of the house always depends on the way this spirit is treated. As a general rule, the owner of the premises concludes a tacit pact with the serpent: he will enjoy a life of wealth and ease in return for food. But if the contract is broken, the spirit will take its revenge or leave, and misfortune will move in.

AATH 285 A

[image: image] Lecouteux, The Tradition of Household Spirits.




5. The Field Mouse

The field mouse, which looks quite a bit like a house mouse, was formerly so full of pride that it refused to take a wife from his kindred or fellow field mice. “I will never marry,” he said, “unless I find someone to my liking!” He started by addressing the sun, because it was the highest, most powerful, and hottest of all things. “Go farther,” the sun answered him, “to the cloud that covers me in shade. I can no longer show myself when he hides me.”

“You are so powerful,” the mouse declared to the cloud, “that I aspire to your daughter’s hand.”

“Go farther,” the other responded, “and you will find one more powerful than me: the wind that scatters me with its breath.”

“I will go find it; keep your daughter.”

The field mouse thus visited the wind and said to it: “The cloud sent me to you because you are, according to him, the most powerful of all and your might is boundless. You drive away all creatures and destroy them by blowing. I want to marry your daughter because nothing can resist you.”

[image: image]

“You are mistaken,” replied the wind. “You shall not find a wife here because there is something more powerful than I, someone who makes a fool of me. It is a large stone tower that remains solid and whole. I have never been able to demolish it or weaken it; it repels me so strongly that I no longer dare attack it.”

“I don’t want your daughter,” exclaimed the field mouse, “a woman of low estate! I shall wed one that brings me great honor. I will therefore go see the tower.”

He went and asked for the hand of his daughter, and the tower looked at him while answering: “You are fooling yourself and have not paid enough attention. The one that sent you here must be making fun of you, methinks. You will find someone even more powerful than I, someone with whom I could never compete.”

“Who is it then? Who is stronger than you in the world?”

“The mouse. It makes its nest and lives in my walls; there is no mortar, hard as it might be, that she cannot pierce. She digs beneath me and through me; nothing can stop her!”

“What? That is sad news! The mouse is kin to me, and I have gone to all this trouble for nothing. I thought I was raising myself up, but I must go back down.”

“Such is your fate. Go back home and make sure to remember that you must not despise your own nature. The one who wishes to climb very high above his own rank has only the further to fall. No one should scorn their own rank, as long as it is not dishonorable. You can travel a great distance, but you will never find a wife who is better suited for you than the mouse.”

MARIE DE FRANCE, “DE MURE UXOREM PETENTE,” 
FABLES (TWELFTH CENTURY)14


[image: image] Transmitted by Johannis de Capua (Directorium Vitae Humanae, V, 8), the 
Pañcatantra (III, 13), and the Liber Kalilae et Dimnae (IV, 109), this folktale of Eastern origin can be seen, most nostably, in La Fontaine’s “The Mouse Changed into a Girl” (Fables, IX, 7) and, later, Bechstein’s 
Neues Deutsches Märchenbuch.15




6. The Resuscitated Horse

Once upon a time there was a valiant knight who was hospitable and generous. At the beginning of the fast of Quadragesima, which is commonly called Lent, he found that he was low on food supplies; it so happens that on this day he customarily held a feast.16 He ordered one of his servants to discreetly slaughter a good horse that he owned and have it cooked. The servant obeyed his master’s orders.

The next day, the squire went out to groom and currycomb the horse. Fearing that people would find out it had disappeared, the knight tried to prevent him from entering the stable. Using all manner of pretexts, he kept him outside, but finally the squire heard the horse whinny. He entered and brought out the animal totally alive.

GERVASE OF TILBURY
OTIA IMPERIALIA, III, 100

Beneath its Christian overlay, and even though Gervase of Tilbury chose not to reproduce the important details of the traditional narrative, we can recognize in this folktale one of the final vestiges of a shamanic belief, which holds that a slain animal can be revived by reforming its skeleton. One of the oldest examples of this belief can be found in the Eddas.

While he was traveling in his cart drawn by goats, the god Thor came to the home of a farmer who offered him hospitality. Thor killed his goats, they were cooked, and everyone sat down to eat. Then “Thor placed their hides between the fire and the door and told the peasant and his folk to place the bones on top of them, but Thjálfi, the farmer’s son, kept the thighbone of one of the goats and split it open with his knife so he could get at its marrow.” In the morning, the god took his hammer, brandished it while reciting incantations over the skins, and the goats came back to life, but one of them had a limp in one of its back legs.

The Miracles of Saint Germain as well as the story of “Saint Germain and King Benli,” preserved in the Historia Britonum,17both tell of some similar events; Stephen de Bourbon used this as inspiration for one of his works (no. 217). The detail of the broken bone is missing from the Golden Legend of 
Jacobus de Varagine.

A narrative deriving from the same shamanic sources can be found in the stories collected by the Brothers Grimm (“Brother Lustig”):

St. Peter, who was accompanying a soldier, resurrected a dead princess: “He cut off all of the dead girl’s limbs and threw them in a pot of water, lit a fire beneath the kettle, and cooked them. And once all the flesh had fallen away from the bones, he took the small pretty white bones out of the water, placed them on a table, and arranged them in their natural order.” He then invoked the Holy Trinity, and the princess rose up in good health.

The same procedure is present in an Irish folktale from Donegal—here the miracle worker is a young man dressed in red; he reassembles the bones, has them boiled, then places the head back on the torso. And in two Russian legends we have the intervention of God in one and Saint Nicholas in the other.

AATH 750 C; TU 2533


[image: image] Afanasyev, Narodnye russkie legendy, no. 5; BP I, 422–23, and II, 157, 162; CPF IV, 131–33; EM, s.v. “Gervasius von Tilbury”; Hyde and Nutt, ed. and trans., Beside the Fire, 148–53; Lecouteux, Witches, Werewolves, and Fairies; Sichler, “Légendes russes,” 90–94.
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CHAPTER II

ODDITIES AND WONDERS

 


1. The Bell of Justice

Charlemagne was the best judge of all time. When he traveled about, he would have a pillar topped by a bell erected everywhere he stopped so that every person seeking justice could ring it even when he was having a meal. It so happened that one day the bell rang for the first time, and his servants were not able to find anyone near the rope. It rang again. The emperor ordered his servants1 to go back at once to learn who had rung it: “If you don’t bring the person who rang it back to me, I shall slay you!”

They still saw nothing and returned, full of dread, to Charlemagne, who made all manner of threats to them. The bell rang a third time, and they then saw a large snake pulling on the rope. Stunned, they told Charlemagne of what they had seen, and he got up at once to show justice to the animal just as he would to any man. The serpent was allowed to enter, and the emperor forbade anyone from harming it. After respectfully bowing before Charlemagne, the snake informed the servants that they had to follow it. The servants did so, and it led them through an orchard to its nest, hidden in a thick bush, where a monstrous toad was sitting on the serpent’s eggs. They brought the toad back with them and reported what they had seen to Charlemagne. He condemned the toad to death, and it was stabbed with a spear.

NATURRECHT2

This legend, which is known as “the bell of justice,” can be 
found (without any connection to Charlemagne) in the Gesta Romanorum and in the
exempla. This text was modified in 1723 by J. J. Scheuchzer, from where the Brothers Grimm took it (cf. German Legends, no. 453). The connection between this legend and one we have included elsewhere in the book (“Love Spell”) is based on the snake’s stone, which was brought to the court like this:

“Several days later, the serpent returned to the court, bowed, turned to the emperor’s table and lifted the lid of a goblet that was sitting there. It took a precious stone from out of its mouth, placed it inside, bowed again, and left. Charlemagne gave the gem to his wife,3 whom he loved dearly. This stone had the secret virtue of never allowing her to be absent from his thoughts; when she was away, he pined for her. When she was dying, Charlemagne’s wife hid the stone beneath her tongue, knowing full well that if it fell into the hands of anyone else, the emperor would soon forget her. So she was buried with the stone, and Charlemagne did not want to part from her.”

AATH 207 C


[image: image] EM, s.v. “Glocke de Gerechtigkeit.” Gesta Romanorum, chap. 150, “De campana et iudicio serpente”; Klapper, 
Erzählungen des Mittelalters, no. 133; “De iustitia et virtute gratitudinis exemplo serpentis”; Pasquier, 
Les Recherches de la France, IV, 33 (in Les œuvres); Scheuchzer, 
Ouresiphoites Helvetica, III, 381.
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2. The Dead Guest

A drunkard once lived near a churchyard that he crossed through every evening when he was besotted with drink. One day, when making his way home by his usual path, he found a skull. He addressed it kindly:

“Poor skull, come home with me to share a meal!”

“Go ahead, I will follow you!”4 replied the skull.

Terrified and sobered by these words, he returned home, his whole body trembling, and took a seat next to the fire. He had the door to the house shut and, when he went to sit at the table, he ordered his servants, if they valued their lives, to not let anyone, no matter who, come in. Suddenly there was a knock at the door by someone saying that the master of the house had invited him. Petrified by fear, they remained speechless; only one dared answer that the master was absent, but the stranger replied: “Tell him to open the door, for I know he is there; otherwise I will force myself in as I am more than capable of doing.” The master of the house pleaded for divine mercy and had the door opened. Everyone there then saw a dead man enter. It was a skeleton upon which nothing remained but skin and tendons; all the flesh had disappeared. A nameless terror seized the household. The dead man washed his hands and took a seat between his host and his wife without any invitation. He neither ate nor drank, he spoke not a single word, and his dreadful appearance plunged them into dread.

At the end of the meal, he stood up and took his leave, saying: “I had no need of the food you offered to me. If you had not made fun of me with your crazed words when you were drunk, I would have not shown up in this abominable form. Farewell! But in eight days, come to me at the same time when you invited me, and I will prepare a meal for you. You must come whether willingly or not.” Then he vanished.

The host and his entire family, frightened as they were, sought advice from people with experience so they could learn how to escape this danger. “Put your affairs in order, take confession and repent of your sins, take communion, and, thus protected, wait for God’s judgment at the appointed hour,” was the only advice he was given.

On the appointed day he made his way to the meeting place with all his relatives. Suddenly a strong wind gently carried him, causing him no harm, to where he could see a superb castle—which was deserted. He entered and found a table containing a variety of delectable dishes. Then the dead man loomed up, bearing the same appearance he had before, greeted him amicably, and bid him to take a seat, while he himself sat down in an ill-lit corner at a dirty table covered with a soiled tablecloth on which some black bread had been placed. Then, looking as if he were weighed down with interminable sorrow, he gazed at his guest sitting at the fine table but unable to eat a thing because he was stunned and frightened. Finally, the dead man stood up and said to him:

“Have you nothing to ask me?”

“Knowing not what my fate shall be, I do not dare; however, I would like to know what fate has in store for me.”

“Do not be scared; nothing is going to happen to you. God has arranged things this way to make you a better person. If you had not invited me so rashly, none of this would have happened. As for me, know this: I was once a judge in your town; I neglected my religious duties and led a life of gluttony. Because I was a fair judge, God took pity on me. This is the penitence He has imposed on me: I live in this abandoned castle and, as punishment for my debauched ways, I have nothing but this poor, stained table. Nothing is going to happen to you; return home and atone for your sins with pious works.”

At that very moment, the wind picked him up and brought him back to the spot from which it had first taken him.

His family was still there, and they were in mourning for him. When they caught sight of him, they fled because of how much he had changed. The nails on his hands and feet had transformed into eagle claws. The terror he had felt had turned his face black and deformed. Although his absence had been no more than an hour, it had felt like a thousand years.5 He hailed his relatives, told them of his adventure, and they praised God once they heard it. From that point on he led a virtuous life that ended peacefully.

This is the oldest version of what would later become the legend “Don Juan, or the Feast of Peter” as it appears in the play by Tirso de Molina, El Burlador de Sevilla
(The Trickster of Seville, ca. 1620). This tale was widely published throughout Europe and could be found even in the twentieth century, notably in Ireland in 1938. Depending on the country, the dead man was the great-grandfather or grandfather of the drunk or libertine. In the Brabant and in Italy, this latter man is named Leonce6 (Leontius). There are many variations. A bone sometimes takes the place of the skull (Slovenia, ballads of the southern Slavs); sometimes the dead man eats (Croatia); the meal served by the dead man consists of snakes, frogs, and toads (Spain); and in the Brabant the dead man is described as a skeleton wearing a white robe. Quite often the story ends with the death of the drunkard (France, Italy, and among the southern Slavs); the dead man breaks his skull against a wall (Netherlands), drags him into his grave for supper and the man never comes out (Ireland), or else he dies eight days after he returns (France, story collected at La Celle-sur-Nièvre in 1819). In Brittany, “Le Carnaval de Rospordern”7 speaks of three young people, but only one of them behaves badly and dies. This branch of the tradition is remarkable because of the use the impious young man makes of the skull: he turns it into a mask that he dons to frighten the villagers. The story is given a locale in various places—Reims, Rennes, and so on. Paul Sébillot noted yet other variants, and in the version found in the work of Adolphe Orain (1834–1918), the “ hero” invites a skull to his wedding. “When the lid was removed from the soup pot that had been placed before the bride, a skull popped out that began leaping about the table between the plates and the serving dishes”; when the groom went to bed, “ he recoiled in horror: his fingers had come to rest on the frozen, cold skull of the dead man.” Contrary to the other accounts, this skull has come with good intentions and it saves the husband from certain death, for his wife is a diabolical murderess. The edifying intention remains visible in all the texts that carry warnings against impiety and drunkenness, and some Dutch versions have as a title “Exemplary Song on the Punished Impiety of a Free Thinker.”

A Spanish tradition collected in Chili stands out from others because of one important detail: following the advice of a priest, the young man accepts the dead man’s invitation but carries a nursing baby there with him beneath his cloak; when the dead man tries to compel him to eat some repulsive dishes, he pinches the baby, who starts to cry, and the deceased person spares his guest.
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3. Alexander and the King of the Dwarfs

One day Alexander and his retinue came to an immense forest where they marched for twenty-nine days before coming upon a beautiful meadow in the middle of which a spring was flowing. They stopped there. Later, when walking about by himself, the king met a dwarf who was riding a horse of many colors.8 When Alexander asked him who he was, he answered: “I am King Antalonia.9 With my people, I am bringing a fiancée to the home of her in-laws. The Macedonian, who could not see anyone except the dwarf, was greatly amazed. “Each of my people is holding in their hand a stone that makes them invisible,” explained the dwarf. “I showed myself to you to give you a warning,” and while saying this, he gave Alexander one of these stones.10

“What do you wish to warn me about?” asked Alexander.

“Among your servants, you have more than one enemy who wishes you dead.11 Let us meet again tomorrow near the spring, and I will point out the criminals.”

This they did, and at noon a servant brought King Alexander his meal. The dwarf, who was invisible, struck the man violently. The man thought his master was responsible for hitting him and asked him why. “It wasn’t me who hit you,” Alexander replied. The same thing happened to a second servant, who blamed the first, and so on, leading to a big uproar. The sovereign took note of the two whom the dwarf had struck and the following day relieved them of their duties and sent them back to Egypt.

SEFER ALEXANDER MOQDON (TWELFTH CENTURY)12

This passage from the Hebrew “Journey of Alexander of Macedonia” can also be found in German historiography in a more or less developed form (of 251 to 524 verses) and as an independent text as well. One of the Hebrew manuscripts includes another encounter: Alexander enters the land of the dwarfs and Antalonia offers him gold and silver, but the Macedonian asks him for simples and is given the herbs of the seven planets.


[image: image] Alexander und Antiloye (ed. Haupt); EM, s.v. “Alexander der Grosse”; Ross, “Alexander and Antilôis the Dwarf King; Ulrich von Etzenbach, Alexander (ed. Toischer), vv. 18,958–19,208.




4. The Venomous Maiden

When Alexander was born, a neighboring king, who wanted to seize Philip’s lands, learned the child’s future through his diviners. They told him that when the child was grown, he would triumph over him. He therefore mused on ways that he could cause the child’s death. He had an attractive young girl of high estate kidnapped and had her fed on poison in a remote location. She grew up to be an intelligent and beautiful maiden. She learned to play the harp. When she reached the age when it was possible for her to know a man carnally, she was so poisonous that her breath corrupted the air and killed any animal that approached her.

A more powerful sovereign than this king declared war on him and laid siege to his fortress. One night, the besieged king had the maiden go out with two other young women who were not venomous. They arranged that they could appear before the monarch who was the head of this army. When he saw the very beautiful maiden, he desired her at once, and when night fell, he brought her into his tent. As soon as he kissed her, he fell down dead, as did a number of knights who came too close to her. That night, the forces that had been besieged made a sortie and crushed their adversaries, who no longer had a leader. This was how the king got rid of his enemy. He had the maiden kept under guard and fed with the purest poison.

This king learned that Alexander had begun his conquests and that his name was now feared and dreaded throughout much of the world. He ordered that four maidens along with the venomous damsel—the most beautiful of them all—be made ready and, together with five young men, given to Alexander as a present and sign of their allegiance. He also sent silver and jewels, the better to hide his treachery.

When he received this beautiful gift, Alexander was enchanted and wanted to kiss the maiden, but Aristotle, a clerk of his court, and Socrates, his teacher, prevented him from doing so, and he dared not contradict them. Socrates had two serfs brought in and ordered the first of them to kiss the maiden. He obeyed and fell to the ground dead. The same thing happened to the second serf. Alexander knew this way that his teachers were right, but he did not stop there: he asked the maiden to touch dogs, horses, and other animals, all of whom perished instantly. He then had her decapitated and, on his orders, her head was burned very far away.

DIALOGUE OF PLACIDES AND TIMEO (END OF THIRTEENTH CENTURY)13

The philosopher Aristotle was the tutor of the powerful king Alexander, and he taught him everything he knew. Because the renown of this sovereign had even made its way to the Queen of the North, she had fed her daughter on poison from the day she was born. When she reached the age of reason, she was so beautiful and offered such a charming appearance in the eyes of everyone that more than one among them became confused and aroused.

The queen sent her to Alexander to be his concubine. When he saw her, he fell in love with her on the spot and wished to take her then and there. Aristotle saw this and told him: “Give her up or die! She has been fed on poison since she was an infant; I am going to prove it to you. There is a criminal here who has been condemned to death; have him lay with her, and you will see that I speak the truth!” It was no sooner said than done. The man kissed the maiden in everyone’s presence and died immediately. Seeing this, Alexander warmly praised the philosopher for sparing him from certain death, and he sent the girl back to her mother.

GESTA ROMANORUM, 
CHAP. 288 (THIRTEENTH–FOURTEENTH CENTURY)

Taken from an Indian tale, this legend made its way into the 
West by way of the translations of an Arab text, the Kitab Sirr-al-Asrar (The Secret of Secrets) in Latin by John of Seville at the beginning of the twelfth century and by Philip of Tripoli around 1234, and in Hebrew by Judah-al-Harizi (died 1225). It can be found in the entire tradition of the Secret of Secrets, and later in the works of Roger Bacon and Filippos de Ferrara.

Depending on the texts, the maiden can kill with her gaze (Latin), her breath (Italian), her kisses or her perspiration (Hebrew), by her bite (Dutch, German), and through coitus (Italian). According to Avicenna (980–1037) and Rhazes (865–925), her saliva is deadly. In the Latin and Hebrew versions, the antagonist is the queen of India, whereas in the Arab text, she is the mother of the king of that country.
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5. King Gontran’s Dream

Gontran, the king of the Franks, was a peaceable and sensible man. I would like to tell you of a remarkable event from his life that is never mentioned in the 
History of the Franks.

One day when he was out hunting, his retinue scattered as they always did, and he remained alone with one of his men, the most loyal of them all. He suddenly felt quite weary, laid his head on his companion’s knees, and fell into a deep slumber. A small animal, a kind of serpent, slid out of his mouth and sought to cross the stream that was flowing nearby. The man who accompanied the king drew his sword from its scabbard and used it to form a bridge so the little animal could reach the other bank. The snake then threaded its way into a hole in the nearby mountain, came back out a short time later, crossed back over the stream using the sword, and reentered the mouth of Gontran. When the king woke, he said: “I had a strange dream; it seemed as if I crossed a river over an iron bridge and entered a mountain where I saw an enormous quantity of gold.” His servant then gave him a detailed description of what he had seen. Immediately, they began to dig at the indicated spot and found a treasure of considerable size there,14 one that had been there since the days of antiquity.

PAULUS DIACONUS, HISTORIA LANGBOBARDORUM, III, 34 (EIGHTH CENTURY)15

Paul the Deacon (ca. 720/730–797/799) recorded this strange 
scene, which corresponds to the description of a manifestation of a “ double,” 
with the  animus, or soul, externalized in the shape of an animal. This legend is found throughout Europe in varied forms. It can be seen in the work of Aimoin (born circa 970) and Vincent of Beauvais (based on Hélinand of Froidmont), but the adventure was experienced by an archbishop of Reims, the animal is a white weasel, and there is no treasure involved. In the Gesta Romanorum—one of the most popular texts during the Middle Ages16—the motif of the missing bridge and the treasure is handled differently: The spirit of Guy took the shape of a weasel to scale a mountain. The two friends deci42ded to set off on adventure. They found a dead dragon with a belly filled with gold and a sword on which was written: “With this sword, the knight Guy shall defeat his enemies” (chap. 194: “De duobos militibus Guidone et Tyrio”).

The important study by Vera Meyer-Matheis makes it possible to see that the most frequent forms of the alter ego are the mouse—which is sometimes red—the scarab, the dung beetle, the bumblebee, the cat, the toad, the bird, the spider, or the fly. The Brothers Grimm republished this document in their German Legends.
Paul the Deacon tells a second anecdote (VI, 6), which follows the same direction:

When Cunincpert, the king of the Lombards, was deliberating with his high squire on ways to kill Aldo and Grauso, he saw a large fly on the window. When trying to swat it, he severed one of its legs. The fly flew away. While Aldo and Grauso were on their way in response to the summons of the king, they met a lame man who was missing a foot. He told them that Cunincpert was determined to kill them. The two men took sanctuary in a church. Furious, Cunincpert promised to spare their lives if they revealed the name of the person who had betrayed him. Aldo and Grauso told him of their meeting with the lame man, and the king realized that the fly whose foot he had removed was an evil spirit.
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6. The Water of Youth

A king stricken with an incurable disease learned from his doctors that the sole remedy was the water of youth, because it could cure any disease. He summoned his sons and implored them to travel the earth to try all the waters, promising his kingdom to the one who brought the remedy back to him. After being given money, they divided the world between them: the eldest son followed the rivers, the middle son traveled across the plains, and the youngest son traveled over the mountains.

Finally, the youngest son met an old man in a forest who told him how to get to the fountain of youth and explained the dangers that lay in wait for him. “Don’t go there if you don’t think you have the strength to face them!” he said. “You must first slay a serpent, then you shall meet a choir of damsels, but do not look at them! Next you shall see knights and noblemen bearing all manner of arms: but accept nothing from them! Finally, you shall come to the door of a palace where there is a young maid who has the key to the fountain. The door is covered with bells that ring if you brush past them.” The old man gave him a sponge to muffle their sound.

Despite all of this, the young man set off on his journey. The serpent attacked him, but he easily killed it with his spear. He then entered a meadow where beautiful women surrounded him, but he covered his face and passed by them without saying a word. He came before a magnificent castle where noblemen and knights offered him all manner of weapons and fine steeds; he turned down these offerings with disdain and headed toward the palace. He muffled the bells with the sponge, entered, and saw a splendid woman whom he humbly begged to show him the fountain of youth. “My father told me that I would wed the knight who overcame all the trials set on his path and reached me safe and sound. You are that knight: you shall get the water of youth, and I shall be your wife,” she told him.

After they wed, he returned to the home of his father, who handed his kingdom over to him.

JOHANNES GOBI, SCALA COELI, CHAP. 538 (FOURTEENTH CENTURY)17

Here we have one of the oldest known texts of tale type 551 
(“The Water of Life”), the sons in quest of a wonderful remedy for their father, 
distributed during the Middle Ages by means of the exempla. It was very widespread throughout Europe, and one of its variants can be seen in the work of the Brothers Grimm (KHM, no. 97), which presents a very similar tale (AaTh 550, “The Gold Bird”).
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7. The Dolphin Knights

A ship was sailing one day on the Mediterranean Sea, accompanied by numerous dolphins.18 A young sailor shot an arrow and wounded one of them. Immediately, a storm blew in that was stronger than any ever seen before. The sailors were about to give up all hope when a horse arrived, walking over the waves and bearing a man who looked like a knight. “If you would have your lives spared,” he told them, “surrender to me the one who wounded the dolphin.” After much hesitation, the guilty one thought it best to sacrifice himself for his companions; he mounted the horse behind the man, who swiftly bore him away, crossing across the sea as if it were dry land until they came to a remote land where the sailor found the knight he had wounded in the form of a dolphin lying in a bed. This knight ordered him to remove the arrow; he obeyed and healed the wound.*5 He was swiftly returned to his boat, where he told his companions of his adventure.

GERVASE OF TILBURY,
OTIA IMPERIALIA, III, 63

Some animals have always fascinated men, the latter often believing that they were human beings who possessed the power to change into animals and back again. Dolphins and storks are the most common examples in the Middle Ages. The dolphins here are the masters of the water and command the weather.




8. Albert the Leper

Near the Rhine River there once lived a peerless knight named Albert, who was nicknamed “the poor” as misfortune seemed to beset him continuously. He was rich and quite dashing but was entirely devoted to the vanities of knighthood; to save him the Lord therefore decided to test him and struck him with the repugnant disease of leprosy. Like a new Job,19 Albert bore this punishment with patience and gave blessing to God.20 But when his servants and his relatives fled at the sight of his disfigured face and because of the foul odor that wafted from him, and his friends mocked him, treating him like a new Job and appropriating his possessions, he felt disgust and horror at their doings. He used his remaining money to give to doctors, but when that ran out, the doctors disappeared as did his last friends. He could no longer stand the sight of those close to him, and he retired to a remote place where he spent fourteen years. One day, a physician showed up and said: “If the poor man had any money, I would be able to cure him.” The leper promised him as much money as he wanted because he counted on his relatives and his few remaining friends to give it to him if he visited them with the doctor and, in truth, they agreed to do it. The physician examined poor Albert and said: “This illness can only be cured with the blood of a pure person who will accept death wholeheatedly.”21

A poor maiden, whose father had sometimes brought her back clothes from Albert’s castle, was present. She remembered all his charitable deeds and asked: “What will happen to my lord Albert?”

“He has leprosy,” she was told. “It horrifies everyone, and only the blood of a person ready to die for him can save him.”

The young woman rushed in to see the ailing man. “Lord,” she cried, “I remember well the clothing that you used to give my father for me. As a sign of my gratitude, I am ready to die so that you can recover your health.” Overjoyed, the leper went with her to the doctor’s home, and the doctor then prepared the containers in which he would collect the maiden’s blood. At the sight of this, Albert cried out: “I do not wish to be saved by the cruel death of such a faithful young girl! I would rather die and this virtuous maiden remain alive than see her die in such a dreadful manner.” He then told the doctor to leave.

The following night, God appeared to him, healed him, and showed him a place where his parents had hidden a treasure. This treasure permitted Albert to buy back all his possessions and more besides. He then married the young woman who would have sacrificed her life for his and, after a long and happy life, he left this world as a Christian.

PULCRUM DE LEPROSO CURATO (1485)22

The plot of this tale is the story of Job, who was able to 
tolerate the ordeals God imposed on him. But in the Bible, God allowed Satan to 
test Job’s faith. Before it was changed into an exemplum, this pious narrative was the subject of a famous story, “The Poor Henry” (circa 1520) by Hartman von Aue.23 It was rediscovered by the Brothers Grimm in 1815. The story was made into a ballad by Adalbert von Chamisso (1839), a poem by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (“The Golden Legend,” 1851), and an opera by Hans Pfitzner and James Grun (1895). In 1902, Gerhard Hauptmann made it into a five-act play, and in 1905, Dante Gabriel Rossetti adapted Hartmann’s text into English under the title “Henry the Leper.” The blood cure of this story can be found in other narratives—namely, “Amis et Amiles” and “Amicus et Amelius,” written around 1090.
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9. The Ship in the Air

On one feast day in England, at a time when thick clouds covered the sky, the people leaving a church after Mass found a boat’s anchor hooked to the gate of a tomb. Its rope was hanging from the sky. In fright they were discussing this even when the rope began moving as if someone was pulling up on it to disengage the anchor. Then a sailor came climbing down the rope. The crowd there grabbed him, but he died in their hands, suffocated by the humidity of our air as if he were drowning in the sea. When their companion did not rejoin them, the sailors above cut the rope, leaving their anchor behind. It was used to manufacture the ironwork for the door of the basilica where everyone can see it. This marvelous fact proves that the upper sea is located above us.

GERVASE OF TILBURY,
OTIA IMPERIALIA, I, 13 (EARLY 
THIRTEENTH CENTURY)

This story, presented as something that actually happened, 
reflects the cosmogony that is visible in Genesis 1:7 when “God created the 
firmament and separated the lower from the upper waters.” It also reflects the 
notion that a communication is established wherever the sea touches the clouds. 
It was thus believed that when sailing, it was possible to continue one’s voy
age on the sea of clouds. Another text by Gervase of Tilbury states explicitly 
that this contact is established at the borders of the ocean. Earlier, Agobard, 
the Bishop of Lyon (778–840), talked of vessels sailing on the clouds that came 
from a land called Magonia (Magonia, ex qua naues ueniant in nubibus).
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10. Hippocrates’s Daughter

Because people truly like to hear about wonders, I shall tell you about one. Hippocrates’s daughter lived on the island of Kos in the form of a dragon. It was said that she measured one hundred rods.*6 The residents of the island regarded this transformed woman as their sovereign. She lived in a cave under an old castle, from which she emerged two or three times a year. However, she never harmed anyone on these occasions except those who aroused her anger. It was thought that she had been a beautiful maiden before being transformed into a dragon by the goddess Diana. It was also believed that she could regain her human form if a knight was bold enough to kiss her on the mouth,24 but it would cost him his life shortly afterward.

[image: image]

One day a knight from the Order of Saint John on the nearby island of Rhodes galloped up to her lair in search of adventure. The monster stuck out her head, and the knight and his mount were so terrified by this horrible vision that the horse bucked its rider into the sea.

There was also the young lad who made landfall on Kos for amusement and to take on fresh water. He knew nothing about the dragon. Arriving at the foot of the old ruined rampart, he saw a very beautiful young woman who was adorning her hair while beholding herself in a mirror. He mistook her for a prostitute lying in wait for men so she could earn some money. Seeing him in her mirror, she asked him: “What do you want?”

“I would like to be your lover,” he answered.

“Are you a knight?”

“No!”

“Then it is impossible! Go back to your companions, have yourself knighted, and come back tomorrow morning. I will come to meet you changed into a dragon. Kiss me then on the mouth, and I will be freed and entirely yours. My treasure and the entire land shall belong to you. Don’t be scared when you see me in that form; I will not do you any harm because I have been bewitched and cannot be freed any other way.”

The young man left, was dubbed a knight, and returned to the cavern the next morning. When he saw the maiden coming out in the horrible form of a dragon, he grew frightened and f led. The beast pursued him, screaming, and the faster the man fled, the more plaintively the dragon cried. The knight did not live long after this encounter.

THE TRAVELS OF MANDEVILLE, 
CHAP. 925

This legend was widespread throughout the entire medieval 
West through the translations of the Travels of Sir John Mandeville. It is an adaptation of a story whose traces can be found almost everywhere and has the merit of providing the start of an explanation for the death of the maiden freed in the same way in Seyfried von Ardemont.
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11. Mercury and the Woodsman

God shows his favor and benevolence to the good men, but he punishes the wicked.

A carpenter was cutting wood by the side of a river so he could build a temple for the gods. While he was doing this, his ax fell into the water. He began to cry and asked the gods for their help. Mercury took pity on him and went to him.

“Why are you sorrowing?” he asked him, and gave him a golden ax.

“Is this yours?”

“No,” the man answered.26

Mercury showed him one made of silver.

“Is this one yours?”

“No!”

Seeing that the carpenter was a good man, Mercury pulled his ax out of the water and gave it back to him with some other things.

The carpenter told his companions the story of what had happened. One of them went out to cut wood and let his ax fall into the water. He began weeping while begging the gods for their help. Mercury appeared and showed him the golden ax.

“Is this the one you lost?” he asked.

“Yes, dear Lord, that is mine!” the man replied.

Upon seeing the malice of this villain, Mercury did not give him that ax or any other and left him crying, because God, who is good and just, rewards the good in this world and in the other world punishes the wicked.

JULIEN MACHO, LA XII. FABLE FAIT MENCION D’UNG CHARPENTIER (1480)27

Before it became a tale, “Mercury and the Woodsman” was a fable taken from Aesop. Enjoying wide distribution, it can be found in China and Japan. La Fontaine used it for writing his story “The Woodchopper and Mercury” (Fables, V, 1).
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