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Good Cheer at the Beguinage in Lier

Joanna Catharina Piré

WILMARSDONK, 4 JULY 1780 — LIER, 8 NOVEMBER 1854

LIA VAN GEMERT
TRANSL. BRENDA MUDDE

INCE THE THIRTEENTH CENTURY THE TOWN OF LIER, near Antwerp, had possessed a

Beguinage where religious women lived together in 150 cottages. In 1798 communal
life was briefly interrupted when the houses were sold by the French occupiers. Joanna Piré
was among the Beguines who, after the occupation had ended, received donations enabling
them to regain possession of the Beguinage and re-establish their community. The last
Beguine died there in 1994.

A notebook in Piré’s name containing 36 worldly songs has survived, the Songbook
written by J.C. Piré, Beguine, and belonging to her (Liedekens Boek geschreven door J.C. Piré
Begyntien aen haer toebehoorende). No song titles or melodies are given. One of the songs
is from 1820; the spelling of the others indicates an earlier date. Most of the songs were
definitely not written by Piré, but collected by her out of the Beguines’ current repertoire.
Such collections are also known from other Beguinages in Belgium. They contain songs for
different occasions, such as feast days and anniversaries, that could be varied as required.

The songbook from Lier is special because religious songs are lacking altogether,
and the worldly songs it contains feature only a limited range of topics. Piré would seem
to have had a preference for feasting and drinking songs that exhort the singers and the
listeners to set aside, however briefly, the seriousness and cares of the Beguines’ daily lives
and indulge in a little fun and raillery. Many are the songs in which Beguines and their
friends are invited to a feast and to a funny, edifying or bawdy story, a farcical anecdote,
a drinking song or a satire. The atmosphere is convivial, but the fact that people are mortal
and that all manner of diseases lurk around the corner is never lost sight of. That is no
cause for melancholy or sadness, however. If we have to die, then let us be merry now.
There was no fear of punishment, because the community’s male supervisors, such as the
parish priest, all joined in.

The songs idealise Beguine life; they express an independent pride and mock
marriage, sanctimoniousness, priests, monks and nuns. In their choice and handling of
themes, these songs bear a close relation to the oral tradition of popular feasting songs,
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with their topsy-turvy world and highlighting of hidden shortcomings. The hypocrisy of
that other, ‘decent’, world would have reinforced the Beguine community’s sense of sobriety
and safety.

Other influences are the cheerful Rhetoricians’ refrains and songs from the sixteenth
century that advocated a looser, more relaxed attitude to daily life than that prescribed by
the Beguines’ strict moral and religious code. Such ‘foolish’ songs were not just relaxing
but also healing, as carefree laughter was believed to dispel the melancholy caused by a
one-sided emphasis on deep and serious thought and study.
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Muis, muis sa komt eens uit uw kluis

Muis muis sa komt eens uit uw kluis,

gij zijt genooid dezen avond in mijn huis

ten huize van de kat,
in’t midden van de stad.
Daar zullen wij ons drinken zat.

Kat kat uw noding is charmant

om mij te knappen tussen uwen tand,
gij zoekt mij maar tot buit,

och ik en koom niet uit

zodat uw meining is verbruid.

En vreest toch niet gij alderliefste muis
voor u zo is het besten in mijn huis.

Tk zeg u voor gewis

komt maar aan mijnen dis

want er voor u wat lakkers is.

Kat kat gij zijt een lozen kwant
in uw beloftens al te abondant.
Maar uwe lozigheid

leert mij voorzichtigheid

ik dank u voor al uw lakkerheid.

Muis muis ik ben een zoete min
voorwaar in mij en steekt geen ergin.
Ik val voor u te voet,

ach komt tot mij met spoed,

ik bid u mij dees voldoening doet.

Allen uw minjouw en allen uw gegrol
zal mij niet krijgen uit mijn muizenhol
want allen uw gevlei

is maar verleierij

ik blijf in mijn holleken daar ben ik vrij.
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Mouse, mouse, come out of your house. As opposed to the world’s empty promises, life in a
Beguinage offers protection and security. The contrast is presented in a simple allegorical
framework as a game of cat and mouse.

Mouse, mouse, come out of your house

Mouse, mouse, come out of your house,
You're invited tonight to come to my house.
To the cat’s home, come round
In the heart of town.

5 And we'll drink till we fall down.

Cat, cat, your request’s a delight,
You want to snap me with your bite,
You just want to make me your prey,
Oh, I'm not leaving here today,

10 So your little plan’s ruined anyway.

Fear not, you precious little mouse,
The best for you is in my house.
I tell you and I repeat
At my table come take a seat,
15 Since there’s a titbit for you to eat.

Cat, cat, you talk so shiftily,
With promises you're far too free,
But all your shiftiness
Teaches me wariness
20 No, thank you to your tastiness.

Mouse, mouse, I'm full of love,
There’s no more harm in me than a dove.
I fall atyour feet,
Oh, come here so fleet,
25 I pray, make my pleasure complete.

All your sweet talk and your folderole
Will not tempt me out of my mouse’s hole,
For your flattering me
: Is but chicanery:
30 I'll stay in my hole where I can be free.
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Leert hier begijntjens leert hier van de muis:

bemint uw hof en zoekt uw ruste thuis.
Schoon u de wereld vieit

Met alle ijdelheid

blijft met het muisken in d’enigheid.

Finis

Wel zal dit nog langer duren

Wel zal dit nog langer duren

dat gekrevel en gebijt

moet ik dat nog lang geduren
dien bitteren viooienstrijd

’tis bijnaar om dul te zijn

van het juksel en de pijn

d’een die krabbelt d’ander krevelt
d’een die frutselt d’ander snevelt
d’een die springt en d’ander bijt
Heer waar’ ik mijn vlooien kwijt.

Broeders 't komt ons van de kwezels
of van menig ander sloor*

die de vlooien groot als ezels

ons bijzetten in de koor*.

Want ik voel wel aan de pijn

dat het kwezelsvlooien zijn

ziet zij springen eens zo snelder

en zij bijten eens zo felder

als gemeine vlooien doen

zijn ook anders van fatsoen.
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Learn, you Beguines, and pay heed to the mouse:
Love your garden, seek rest in your house.
Though the world flatter you

With vanity untrue,

Do as little mice do.

Finis

TRANSL. PAUL VINCENT

Well, will this last forever. The monk acting as gatekeeper of a monastery talks a hypocrite
into trying a ridiculous remedy for fleas, but in return acquires them himself. Pay no heed
to hypocrites’ cures is the satirical moral.
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Well, will this last forever

Well, will this last forever

The itching and the bites

Must I much longer persever

With fleas in such bitter fights.

It could drive you quite insane

With the itching and the pain

One man scratches, the other grips
One man fidgets, the other trips

One man leaps, the other bites

Lord, were I rid of these dreadful mites.

Brothers, they come from the Holy Joes,
As many old bags* as you desire,

Who pass on fleas as big as does

While we're sitting in the choir.

For I can feel from the pain they cause
That they're fleas from hypocrities.

See how they jump as quick as light,
Hurt twice as badly when they bite

As common fleas will do

And act quite differently too.
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"k Meinde 't hondeviooien waren
als ik zag zo groot formaat

die de mensen niet en sparen

't zij van Kein of groten staat
want zij bijten in ons vel

in de kerk en op ons cel

ja zij niet alleen en bijten

maar ons overal beschijten.
Waar wij gaan of waar wij staan
zij zijn altijd op de baan.

Den pater sprak aan zijn gezellen:
ik heb laastmaal eens gezien

hoe er eens een sloor kwam bellen
aan ons spreekhuis wel voorzien.
Want zo den poortier haar zag
schoot hij uit in enen lach

daar logeerden duizend vlooien
enkel in haar voorschoot-plooien
schoon zij dagelijks zat en vonk

zij van vlooien toch opsprong.

Hoe en was zij niet gebeten

ja zij was die beesten moeg,

haar heel aanzicht was bescheten.
Hij vroeg of zij moesjes droeg,
[xxx]* zegt zij aan de pijn

dunkt mij dat 't sprinkhanen zijn
want zij jukken en zij springen

ja zij bijten en zij wringen

ik word dul vind ik geen baat
daarom bid ik u om raad.

Hoort wat de poortier dan dede
met dees welgenoemde sloor.
Straks hij zei: ik weet remedie
geeft aan mijnen raad gehoor.
As zij springen springt dan ook
en verdrijft alzo dit spook,

bijt ze als gij wordt gebeten

eet ze als zij van u eten

zo zult gij op korten tijd

wezen die sprinkhanen kwijt.
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I thought they must be canine fleas
When [ saw how big they grew:

They spare no man or maid, do these,
Whether poor or well-to-do:

They bite our skin and give us hell,
Whether in church or in our cell;

And not only do they bite,

But they cover us in shite.

Whether we go or whether we stay,
We always find them in our way.

The monk to his fellows had this to tell:
Only the other day I saw

An old baggage who rang the bell

Of our fine reception room door.
When the gatekeeper saw the sight

He laughed his head off with delight:
And a thousand fleas and more

Just in her apron folds she bore.

Every day she caught them with ease,
But still she was alive with fleas.

Her body was just one great bite:

She was tired of fleas that made her scratch
And all her face was covered in shite.

He asked if she used a beauty patch

[xxx]* she says the pain’s so severe

I think these must be locusts here,

For they itch and then take flight,

And they squirm and then they bite.

I'm going mad, find no remedy,

So what advice can you give to me?

Hear what the gatekeeper did then
With this old religious nut.

First he said: I'll make you well again.
Take my advice and don't say but.
When they jump, then you jump too,
And so drive this ghost from you:
You bite them if that’s what they do,
You eat them if they feed on you.
This method will be extremely fast,
And you’'ll be rid of the locusts at last.
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Den broer en kost niet meer geduren
leidd’ haar gauw ten huize uit

hoort niet meer naar kwezelskuren
en voelt al het vlooienkruid.

Hij riep uit in ongeduld

nu ben ik er mee gekuld

hij en wist niet wat verzinnen

om de vlooien t'overwinnen

hij ontziet hem moeit of pijn

om de vlooien kwijt te zijn.

Finis
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The brott
And hurr
Heeded r
And alrea
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By her I h
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70 To be rid

Finis
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Sources: PIRE N.D.; PII
Literature: Coigneau
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The brother could no longer endure it,

And hurried her out of the monastery gate.

Heeded no more phoney ways to cure it
And already felt the fleas congregate.
Impatiently he cried,

By her I have been guyed.

He knew not what to invent

To thwart the fleas’ intent.

He spares no trouble or pain

To berid of the fleas again.

Finis

12 sloppy women
45 word made illegible

Sources: PIRE N.D.; PIRE 1984.

Literature: Coigneau 1983; Couttenier 1997a.

TRANSL. PAUL VINCENT



