[from Roman de Silence (c. 13th century) trans. by Sarah Roche-Mahdi]

[The King is betrayed by a woman and therefore rules that no woman shall ever inherit again. He does not have children of his own, and so the Count and Countess’s child will be the King’s heir. They determine that if they have a female child, they will raise it as a male in order that it may still inherit what it deserves]

Now let us turn to the child. 					1795
And clear things up and reveal
Whether it was a boy or a girl.
My lords, it was a girl!
She was a triumph of Nature’s art.
If I tell you about 						1800
this handiwork, don’t be annoyed, 
for you all to be well informed,
If you ask to hear a story,
In order to understand what it’s really about.
Nature, who has great powers, 				1805
came to the child and took hold of it 
and said, “Now I’m going to create a masterpiece.”
Just like the one who takes a sieve
or sifter or colander 
when he wants to make beautiful white bread,		1810
and sifts the flour through 
the sifter, the sieve and the colander, 
and puts the extra-fine flour on one side 
and the coarse bran on the other,
and carefully keeps 						1815
the extra-fine flour separate from the coarse, 
so that the fine flour has no straw
or chaff or husks in it, 
and the other little heap
doesn’t have the least little bit of fine flour, 			1820
and makes fine cakes of the flour 
and loaves for the pigs out of the bran—
just like this, without a doubt,
Like the one we have depicted here,
does Nature, to be brief,					1825
proceed when she wants to make a noble human being
that she wants to be a masterpiece.
She first prepares her raw material.
Before starting to work, she breaks it up
and purifies it and cleans it,					1830
and when she has broken it into little pieces,
she separates the fine from the coarse.
She always makes quality folk from 
the refined clay, and riff-raff from the coarse.
But if it happens that Nature 					1835
is in a bad mood and isn’t careful, 
so that a little of the coarse gets mixed and with the fine 
and is retained in the molding, 
this course matter attacks the heart right away.
And if you don’t care to believe me,				1840
you can prove it for yourself.
Don’t you often find
a poor, vile heart with a rich body,
which is nothing but sackcloth on the outside?
The body is mere sackcloth,					1845
even if it’s made from the finest clay,
and the heart made of coarse mixed with fine
isn’t worth a crab-apple.
But if a bit of fine clay
is mingled and sticks with the coarse stuff			1850
out of which Nature makes the low-born,
it works upon the heart, in truth.
And that is why lofty character
may be found in many of low station,
just as many nobles are sullied,				1855
dragged down by the vileness of their hearts,
while there are men of low degree but noble character
who do the very best they can,
and are full of integrity;
are, work, and always will be.					1860


I’m going to drop this subject now;
I want to get back to that infant
whom I mentioned to you before.
Nature puts forth her noblest efforts. 
The clay is beautiful and pure. 				1865
Nature never made anything better. 
The child is beautiful; Nature is making her more beautiful still, 
for she wants her to be her own little girl. 
Thus speaks ingenious Nature, 
whose works are marvelous: 					1870
“I will no longer hesitate to take 
this clay and use it: 
I will use it now to make my girl. 
The finer the material, 
the more fitting it is to do fine work, 				1875
to begin well and finished better. 
I have been very sparing with good material, 
but now I am quite bored 
with crude work and vulgarity. 
Now I want to take pains with this one. 			1880
In her alone– for I wish it to be so–
I shall assemble more beauty 
than a thousand of the most beautiful girls 
in the whole world now possess. 
Once in a while I must show what I can do.” 			1885
She goes to her coffer and opens it up. 
She has at least one million molds there, 
and she has a very great need of them, 
for if she had only one form, 
everyone would look so much alike 				1890
that no one else would ever be able to tell 
who was who or what their name was. 
But Nature takes such care 
that there is nothing to fault in her work. 
She has forms both big and little, 				1895
ugly, misshapen, and perfect, 
for thus all people are fashioned, 
big and little, handsome and fine, 
she has so many different forms. 
But one mold she has kept aside; 				1900
she has never used it yet. 
Nature swears by all she has made 
that she really feels like getting to work now. 
She takes the mold and carries it out 
and goes to where she intends to work 			1905
and begins right at the top. 
She fashions a beautiful head, blond hair–
the kind that shines brightly in the dark night. 
The head of hair curls around; 
from the part to the ear 					1910
it falls evenly, 
Nature’s hand is so steady. 
She attaches the hair to the head: 
you won’t have to look for the part,
whether you comb it or braid it, 				1915
for Nature will set it perfectly straight. 
Nature designed and drew 
a pair of little ears, 
made eyebrows, brown and very neat; 
no one has ever seen such a beautiful ones.			1920

Then Nature says, “I would be sorry 
if anything were lacking.” Then with her thumb 
she forms the space between the two eyes beautifully, 
and quickly makes 
the whole face, and traces a well-turned visage		1925
and colors it most beautifully. 
Nature says, “This will be my girl!” 
The more she applies color to the face, 
the more the girl’s beauty will be enhanced, 
and the color of her cheeks deepened. 			1930
She designs the mouth, makes the opening small, 
and forms the lips to match, 
places the teeth well and forms the chin –
you will never see a more beautiful face.
And then she makes a long white neck, 			1935
and forms the curve of the shoulders along with it. 
And she makes the arms very straight, 
the hands small, the fingers and long, 
the bosom well-turned, slender sides; 
neither serf nor freeman ever saw better.			1940
And she makes the hips rounded, 
the thighs soft and shapely.
Nature makes the legs straight,
and feet and toes in proportion.
Why should I go on like this?					1945
You’ll probably think it’s all a dream.
But never, in truth lived a more beautiful creature
in this world, nor was anything more lovely ever born.
As near as I can estimate;
there is absolutely nothing wrong with this girl–		1950
except that she’s too beautiful. 
For there is so much beauty in her 
that it would be plenty for a thousand,
if they could share 
such beauty and workmanship. 				1955
Nature will never work so well 
on any mortal being again. 
Belle Eufemie was delivered of this child. 
Her anguish was somewhat assuaged 
because her daughter was born so beautiful. 		1960

[ . . . ]

[Silence’s father:] “I want to make a male of a female. 
Think about it, dearest love, 
for there is no way we can now know
if we will ever have a son. 
We can’t be sure of it, 					2045
and if we do have one, by any chance, 
we’ll turn this one back into a girl. 
That way, no one can accuse us 
of treason or felony, 
of wickedness or villainy. 					2050
But if we don’t have a male heir, 
this girl-child will wander in wind and scorching sun, 
in freezing cold an autumn breeze. 
We will watch over her very carefully. 
We will have her hair cut short in front, 			2055
have her wear garments split at the sides and dress her in breaches, 
and the lady who was my first cousin 
will take care of everything. 

[ . . . ]

“He will be called Silentius. 
And if by chance 						2075
his real nature Is discovered,
we shall change this -us to -a,
 and she’ll be called Silentia. 
If we deprive her of this -us, 
we’ll be observing natural usage, 				2080
for this -us is contrary to nature, 
but the other would be natural.”
The Countess and the lady both said, 
“Everything you say is true, 
if the child were to be christened thus.” 			2085
Then clever count came 
and put a cloth around the child’s hips 
with his own hands, 
so that the priest might not 
accidentally perceive her nature.				2090			

[ . . . ]

When Nature realized
that they had tricked and deceived her 
by turning her work into the opposite 
of what she had turned out, 					2260
you can imagine how disturbed she was 
and how much she wanted revenge upon them 
for changing her daughter into a son,
and how much she despised their plan. 
Oh yes! You can be sure of that right now! 			2265
“They have insulted me,” said Nature, 
“by acting as if the work of Nurture 
were superior to mine! 
By God, by God! We’ll see about that! 
There is nothing on this earth 				2270
created by Nature 
that can be dis-natured in the long run. 
My heart feels colder than ice, 
I am so furious about the way 
Nurture is disguising my creation. 				2275
I put more beauty into her 
than can be found in a thousand. 
I wanted to prove my prowess with her. 
Now they have ruined that for me. 
[...] 
“If I don’t unmask her in the long run, 			2292
Nurture’s power will be proven 
stronger than mine,” said Nature.”

[ . . . ]

We have seen many a man do the right thing 
for one, two, three or four years, 
only because of nurture, 					2315
whatever his vile nature wants, 
and then afterwards repent of it, 
go back on his fine behavior; 
thus his wicked nature wins out 
by plunging him back into villainy. 				2320
For his vile nature has paid a deposit on him, 
and his heart of coarse clay 
holds sway over him 
and soils his fine apparel. 
And many heart of noble nature 				2325
becomes much worse through nurture 
and hardens itself two very shameful ways, 
so that it has a hard time shedding them later. 
For if and noble heart becomes accustomed 
to wickedness and bitterness, 				2330
once it has begun to be poisoned by them, 
can only be saved with great difficulty, 
the way bad can be drawn out of good.

[ . . . ]

[Nature] scolded and shook with anger; 
she was furious with Nurture. 
But it didn’t help a bit: 
Silence wasn’t any more of a girl in a year. 			2350
I can tell you one thing for certain–
the child grew more sturdily in a year 
than others do and three. 

[ . . . ]
When the child was old enough 
to understand he was a girl, 					2440
his father sat down to reason with him 
and explain the circumstances 
which had led them to conceal his identity this way.
[...] 
He was receptive to their teaching
 and heeded their admonitions well. 
In order to build up his endurance
 and teach him to ride, the seneschal 			2470
took him through the woods and streams, 
which were plentiful in the countryside. 
He took him out often in the scorching heat, 
in order to make a man of him. 
He was so used to men’s usage 				2475
and had so rejected women’s ways 
that little was lacking for him to be a man. 
Whatever one could see was certainly male! 
But there’s more to this than meets the eye–
the he’s a she beneath the clothes.				2480

[ . . . ]

Silence was deeply disturbed […] 
for her conscience told her 
that she was practicing deception by doing this. 
In her twelfth year, Nature appeared, 			2500
grumbling and complaining and blaming her. 
She said to her, “This is a fine state of affairs, 
you conducting yourself like a man, 
running about in the wind and scorching sun 
when I use the special mold for you, 				2505
when I created you with my own hands, 
when I heaped all the beauty I had stored up 
upon you alone! 
There are a thousand people who think I’m stingy 
because of the beauty I stuffed you with, 			2510
for I extracted the beauty of a thousand,
to create your lovely appearance! 
And there are a thousand women in this world 
who are madly in love with you 
because of the beauty they see in you–			2515
you don’t suppose they think there’s something there 
that was never part of your equipment at all? 
There are those who love you now 
who would hate you with all of their hearts 
if they knew what you really are!				2520
They would consider themselves misused, 
having their hopes so cruelly dashed. 
It’s a very nasty thing you’re doing to me, 
leading this sort of life. 
You have no business going off into the forest, 		2525
jousting, hunting, shooting off arrows. 
Desist from all of this!” said Nature. 
“Go to the a chamber and learn to sew! 
That’s what Nature’s usage wants of you! 
You are not Silentius!” 					2530
And he replied, “I never heard that before! 
Not Silentius? Who am I then? 
Silentius is my name, I think, 
or I am other than who I was. 
But this I know well, upon my oath, 				2535
that I cannot be anybody else! 
Therefore, I am Silentius, 
as I see it, or I am no one.”
 
[…Nature starts to convince Silence…]

But then Nurture arrived on the scene 
and saw that he was talking to Nature 
and said to him, “Hey! What are you doing here?” 
He said, “Nature is scolding me, 				2550
and she’s right, in fact, 
to get me accustomed 
to appropriate habits, 
for this behavior is unnatural. 
Truly, no woman of my lineage 				2555
ever behaved in such a way, 
nor will I do so any longer! 
I will keep to women’s ways. 
I won’t cut my hair short any more, 
wear slit garments and breeches 				2560
and live like a boy with bow and quiver. 
Did anything like this ever happened to anyone?
Never! 

[ . . . ]

When Nurture heard this, 
do you think she was overjoyed? 
Hardly! On the contrary, she quivered and scolded. 
She was furious with Nature. 					2590
She looked her straight in the eye 
and said most severely, 
“Nature, leave my nursling alone, 
or I will put a curse on you! 
I have completely dis-natured her. 				2595
She will always resist you. 
If you don’t stop haunting her, 
you’ll have small reason for vanity left,
if I make a thousand people 
work against their nature and nurture.” 			2600
[…] 
When Nature had gone away 
and descended from the rock 
where Nurture had attacked her so, 
the battle for Silence begin again, 
as you shall hear, for Reason					2610
stated her case, citing examples 
as to why, if she abandoned her nurture 
to take up the habits of nature, 
it would be almost as bad as killing herself. 
“Believe what I say, friend Silence, 				2615
and forbear! 
Fortify your heart, 
for if Nature, who is now pressing you so hard, 
takes it from you, believe me, 
you will never train for knighthood afterwards. 		2620
You will lose your horse and chariot. 
Do not think the king will go back on his word 
and acknowledge you as rightful heir, 
when he finds out your true nature.”

Reason stayed with him for so long 				2625
and admonished him so severely 
that Silence understood very well 
he had listened to bad advice 
ever to think of doing away 
with his good old ways 					2630
to take a female habits. 
Then he began to consider 
the pastimes of a woman’s chamber–
which he had often heard about–
and weighed in his heart of hearts 				2635
all female customs against his current way of life, 
and saw, in short, that a man’s life 
was much better than that of a woman. 

[…Silence becomes a famous minstrel which brings him to the king’s court. The queen falls in love with Silence, and is angry when he refuses her. The queen shames Silence, but Silence proves himself a great knight. To earn back the king’s favor, Silence is given the impossible task of capturing Merlin. Merlin, in an argument between Nature and Nurture, gives in to Nature and is deceived and captured. He appears as a prisoner before the king. Despite his position as prisoner, Merlin keeps laughing. The king demands to know why…]

Merlin cleared his throat and said, “listen, Sire, 
I will tell you why I burst out laughing, 
first at you, then at myself, 
then at Silence here, 
at the downcast nun over there, 				6475
[bookmark: _GoBack]and finally at the queen. 
I want you to understand that I laughed at the five of us 
because there is not one of us 
who has not tricked one of the others. 
But now I give you fair warning, King: 			6480
the share and the deception is not equal for all parties concerned, 
for one of us is dishonored by it. 
Two of us, I’ll have you know, 
have tricked two of us 
by wearing borrowed finery.” 				6485
[ . . . ]
“My Lord King, the truth is 					6525
that the queen has dishonored you. 
You shall know how before noon. 
These two, silence and the nun,
 are the deceivers; 
you and I are the deceived.					6530
King, this nun is [your wife’s] lover; 
he is deceiving you in a woman’s dress. 
Now I’ve spoken plain enough King. 
Silence, on the other hand, tricked me 
by dressing like a young man: in truth, 			6535
he is a girl beneath his clothes. 
Only the clothing is masculine. 
The nun, who has no need to fear the scorching sun 
or the north wind’s blast that stings and freezes, 
is a woman in clothing only. 					6540
Silence is wise and valiant, 
good Sir King, so help me God, 
I don’t know any man, however strong, 
who could’ve conquered him in combat. 
A woman, a tender little thing, 				6545
knows she can dishonor you and does. 
And it was a woman who captured me.”


 
