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Heinrich Kaufringer: The Search for the Happily Married
Couple

We are not really sure who Heinrich Kaufringer might have been, though he refers to himself by name at the end
of three verse narratives contained in a collection of seventeen texts of comparable material in a Munich
(Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, cgm 270) manuscript, copied in 1464. We know of two citizens of Landsberg am
Lech west of Munich, father and son, who shared the same name. The older of the two is documented as curator of
the Landsberg parish church since 1369 and died in 1404; the younger is only mentioned briefly, but not after
1404, perhaps because he did not assume a significant position within the church or the city administration. There
is no way to determine which of these two persons might have created these verse narratives, if both did not work
on them either separately or together.

Edition:
Klaus Grubmiiller, ed., Novellistik des Mittelalters, 768—96.

Text:

I have often heard an old proverb that a man and his wife should have two souls and one body together (5). What
happens to one, whether it be good or bad, happens also to both of them. They are supposed to be in such a union
that if one of them wants something full-heartedly (10) and really takes pleasure in it, then the other should agree
to it as well. This might then be called a pure life and can truly be counted as a perfect marriage (15).

I would like to tell you a true story. Once there was a rich burgher who enjoyed great respect and honor. He
was generous and high-spirited and descended from a good family (20). He was respectable and virtuous and
enjoyed much honor. He lived a grand life. His heart was filled with great joy when his good friends (25) visited
him at home. He liked it very much to have them with him since he did not enjoy missing their company. He was
married to a virtuous woman whom he loved as much as his own life (30). She commanded much honor and
respect, and was blessed with countless virtues. She happily fulfilled his wishes, but the husband had to suffer much
sorrow from his good wife (35) because he was so generous and enjoyed company at home. She was angry with
him because she was rather miserly. When her husband let her know (40) that he wanted to host a company, she
chastised him. This pained the husband a lot. If he pulled towards one direction, she pulled toward the other. She
was too miserly, he was too generous (45). But I do not reprimand the wife because she was submissive to him in
all other respects.

One day her husband was sitting all by himself and ruminated about the following matter (50): “How is it
possible that everywhere here in the city my wife is praised by all people for having infinite virtues (55), honor, and
respectability? They even say about her that she is free of all instability. To me this seems to be a foolish idea
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because she causes me sorrow and suffering (60) with her evil miserliness. The entire city assumes, and says so as
well, that she entirely follows my wishes. In reality she is totally opposed to me, indeed, more than anyone knows
about (65). I have suffered from it secretly for a long time, and I cannot tolerate it any longer. We are not of one
body as everyone says and thinks about us (70). In fact, I will not neglect to search and also to find, anywhere in
the entire world, two virtuous and pure married people who are so much of one mind that each of them agrees
with the other (75) whatever she or he might think of, without them ending in a fight and struggle. I am
determined to carry out this plan (80), as I have conceived it.”

The man immediately prepared himself for a long journey and took a lot of travel provisions with him, since
he had immeasurable wealth. Officially he said that he wanted to do business as a merchant (85), trusting his good
fortune. Then this virtuous and respectable man rode off, together with a servant, and went to see many major
cities.

The way he traveled (90) was that whenever he reached a bigger city he did not mind spending considerable
time there trying to find what he was looking for (95), as far as this was possible, that is, two married people
determined fully by the same mind and attitude who did not suffer from conflicts, fights, or bickering. He went
traveling so long (100) that he consumed a great amount of his money, and yet it was not granted to him to
discover anywhere in those days such good and pure married people [as he was looking for] (105). Nevertheless, he
did not want to return home; instead he wanted rather to use up all his money first.

Thus he spent four years. In the fifth year he arrived at a magnificent city (110) which was great and wealthy.
Here as well he intended to spend some of his travel money. He lived for about half a year with a rich burgher
(115) who was loyal and very trustworthy. He was married to a virtuous wife. In words, in actions, and in their
minds they handled everything the same. No one observed any fighting or conflict between them (120). I must
truly tell you, the worthy traveler was very pleased about it. He said to his servant: “Indeed, I have found here
(125) what I have been seeking for many years. Now we can ride home.”

When the host realized that the guest wanted to depart, he said very politely (130) and in private to his guest:
“I beg you, my dear sir, and consider it as just a friendly gesture, that you let me know what your business has been
here (135). You cannot find many business affairs here which might be fruitful for your country. Therefore my
mind tells me that you are looking for adventure here. My heart would really be pleased (140) if it could learn right
now what it might be, and this request comes in full friendship and without any evil cunning.” Immediately the
guest answered him: “In secret I will let you know what my intentions are (145). Back home I am married to a
proper, virtuous, and good wife. All my possessions are well protected and taken care of by her. She complies with
all my wishes; (150) in only one aspect does she fail. I am very unhappy with one fault in her: she is a little too
miserly. She chastises me all the time for trying hard to gain public recognition [by being generous and hospitable]
(155). In this matter she is very different from me. This is the reason why I had to leave home, because I thought
to myself that I would never return home until I found two virtuous married people (160) who fully share the same
ideas. These I have now discovered, in the fifth year, best represented by you and your wife (165). Therefore I will
not stay any longer and will prepare to go home.” Thereupon the host said right away: “You ought to stay here one
more day with me (170); then I will let you know what the shared life between my wife and myself is really like.”
The guest replied: “I will happily stay, my dear sir.” (175)

The host invited his friends and enjoyed great festivities with them. No one was bored. Many musicians
performed, and the group was accompanied by many beautiful ladies (180). One could hear beautiful songs, and
later the women danced gracefully. The host’s wife was very joyful, and her heart leaped for happiness. The guest
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was very pleased with it (185). Truly, I must tell you, they celebrated all day until late at night. Once the party had
come to a conclusion and everyone had gone home, the host began to speak (190) with his esteemed guest.

He said: “You have seen my wife act today as if she were in a good mood, and that was the case (195). But
now I want to let you know the true reason for it, which was also the intention why I held you back and why I
celebrated this festival with my wife. Often pain follows happiness (200), and after joy follow heartfelt laments.
Similarly my wife has spent the present day full of joys, from which she could profit much. But now you will have
to observe (205) and witness yourself and understand most drastically that this joy cannot last for ever. Afterwards
painful complaints always ensue for the wife, as she has brought it upon herself.”

Thereupon he quickly addressed the woman([/wife] (210) and said: “Now bring your drinking vessel. Then I
want to pour your St. John’s love drink [a memorial or good-bye drink] which I have right here. Afterwards we can
go to sleep.”

The woman became very frightened at his words (215). “I will never bring out the drinking vessel here,” she
said, “you can believe that! I will rather suffer the pain of death. What are your intentions with me today? Allow
me to drink it (220) in your presence only in the bedroom, my dear husband, as I have been used to do it.”

The husband did not grant her this wish; instead he went and brought the drinking vessel himself and placed it
in front of the bashful woman (225), which hurt her a lot. She was deeply ashamed in front of the guest whose
presence intensified her embarrassment. The vessel was the skull of a human, into which the host poured (230) the
white wine without any hesitation. Then he said to her: “See, now take and drink what I brought you: the love of
St. John.” The wife did not fight against it because she did not dare to oppose her husband (235). She drank from
the cup very sorrowfully.

The host then spoke to the guest: “Sir, this is the misfortune that I have to witness every night. Whenever I
want to go to sleep (240), my wife, who has no other choice, has to drink from this human skull which I tore out
of the head of a priest. I had found him lying with my wife while he made love with her (245). I killed him and
secretly buried him so that no one knows of his whereabouts. I took his skull as a pledge (250), and my wife has to
drink from it. For five years now she has had to go through this process of penance every night. I have also decided
that [ will never absolve her from it (255); she will have to perform this penance for the rest of her life, and no one
will be able to change that.”

When the guest had heard these words, he went to his servant (260) and said: “Let us not stay here; we must
ride off: the time has not yet come as I had thought previously that we could return home.” (265) He immediately
said good-bye [to the host]. Onward they traveled. Honestly, I must tell you, the further the man got on his
journey, the less he heard of that (270) which his heart desired so strongly. In this way he rode all over the country
until he had spent the thousand gold coins that he had in his purse, and so finally he had only a little money left
(275).

Then he took a rest in a large and broad city. There he selected an innkeeper who was powerful and also rich.
To him the life that the latter and his wife enjoyed (280) seemed to be equal. He thought that he had [at last]
found two souls in one body in this woman and her husband. He was very pleased with their life [together] (285).
He studied them carefully to see whether he could observe anything to the contrary. He was even ready to go home
because he had found two married people who were unified (290) in a harmonious marriage. Each of them loved
the other in full loyalty without any doubt.

When the innkeeper noticed that the guest wanted to depart (295), he said: “Dear guest, I like you very much.
You display courteous and decent behavior. It seems to me that you are looking for an adventure. Let me know
what it might be. [ am a man here (300) of such family connections and power that I might easily help you in this
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matter here in this town and its surroundings. If you have any pressing issue, then let me know it in confidence
(305); no one will find out about it.”

The guest answered him politely: “I am going to tell you my secret intention. I am pursuing a strange
adventure. At home I have a lovely wife (310) who does everything according to my wishes. Each of us appreciates
what the other is doing. We agree with it fully in our mind. But there is one problem with her (315) because she is
really too miserly. This grieves me considerably. Truly, I am telling you: at home I enjoy much power but I rode
away (320) and went to distant lands. I have spent probably thousands of gold coins because I cannot find a
woman and her husband who would be entirely unified in their mind (325). Instead I encounter nothing but
bickering and fighting, wherever I have traveled. The one pulls this way, the other the opposite way. I had
intended not to return home (330) until I would have found two married people with whom I would have
observed no disagreement between them. I have been searching for this by now for more than six years (335). Only
now have [ realized that I have discovered this ideal couple in you and your wife. I do not observe anything else
between you but that you are friendly to each other (340), both day and night. I am so happy and joyful about it.
Therefore I have prepared to return home for sure, home to my wife and my house (345); after all, I have been
away for a long time.”

The host then said to the guest: “You have to suffer very little trouble with your wife, as you describe it. I will
tell you of my heart-felt suffering (350) in complete confidence, if you keep quiet about it and do not tell anyone
about it. Promise me this right here, because I do not want to let anyone [else] know about it.” (355) The guest
did not hesitate and promised him that he would not divulge this account to anyone, because he was loyal and
honest.

The host then took his guest and led him into his house (360), down to a deep and wide cellar. In a hidden
corner there was a wide room with stone walls, which the host opened for his guest. A large peasant lived in it
(365) who was terrible to look at, strong and evil. He was locked up with a strong and solid chain so that he could
not leave. He stood there looking as if a stormy breeze (370) had disheveled his hair, and he appeared to be very
threatening. When the guest saw the peasant he asked the host: “This is a most strange matter here (375). What
does this frightful peasant mean, whom you keep a prisoner?”

The host responded without hesitation: “Dear guest, I will let you know how my life truly is (380). Pay close
attention. I come from a good family, and so does my wife. We might well be the most noble family here in the
city, be assured of that (385), in terms of both our birth and our wealth. But my wife does not comport herself
according to what would be fit her, since she is filled with unchaste desire [literally: full of unchastity]. This
unchastity has driven her around in the city (390), and has cast shame on her family. My honor was also robbed
from me, and I had to suffer for her evil nature. Both old and young deemed me to be too weak because of my



