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Summary

This dissertation addresses female resistance to marriage in popular Middle English 

romance. It presents a thematic study encompassing the history and transmission o f 

misogamy in the Middle Ages, tracing the anti-matrimonial disposition to the exegesis 

o f the early Christian Fathers whose tendentious use o f Pauline epistles influenced 

subsequent generations o f scholars and elective single women. The dissertation makes 

extensive use o f manuscript and printed sources; in addition to the close reading o f 

courtship and nuptial description in the texts o f some thirty late medieval English 

romances and their French or Anglo-Norman antecedents, I draw on contextual works 

o f clerical and lay authorship. These include the patristic writings, decrees o f medieval 

canon lawyers, variant versions o f the hagiographic literature o f two specimen virgin 

martyrs, courtesy books, civic ordinances, court depositions, testaments and private 

correspondence. In an attempt to avoid the elitist assumptions o f literary sources and 

bibliographic scholarship, 1 also examine the widespread dissemination o f marital and 

anti-marital messages in the visual media, predominantly in the public domain.

My thesis maintains that the legal and literary first principle o f consent to marriage 

has effectively concealed the lack o f female choice. It argues moreover that women’s 

enthusiasm for matrimony is largely a narrative fiction sustained by successive 

generations o f sentimental readers. Although the impetus to marriage-avoidance was 

clerically inspired, in the course o f the Middle Ages secular women who would not 

marry lost ecclesiastical support and social credibility. The narrative preference for 

conjugality in the romances derives from the increased intolerance o f  single women in 

late medieval England.
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Preface

D on’t get married girls 
Y ou’ll sign away your life 
You may start out as a wom an  
But you’ll end up as the w ife  
You could be a vestal virgin  
Take the veil and be a nun 
But don’t get married girls 
For marriage isn ’t fun

Leon R osselson

Some years ago, Ireland’s best-known radio presenter played a recording o f  the 

satirical song, Don V Get Married, Girls. An irate listener immediately contacted RTE, 

the state broadcasting company, to complain about the gratuitous insult to the 

hallowed institution o f matrimony. ‘Disgusted’ o f Ballingarry was doubtless unaware 

o f the venerable history o f  misogamy, the fear or loathing o f marriage. Since first 

encountering the misogamous heroine o f Chaucer’s K night’s Tale 1 have been 

preoccupied with the particular problem o f the woman who would not marry.

Emelye’s explicit desire to remain unwed is dismissed by the chaste goddess who 

jealously guards the privilege o f remaining single. The thoroughly domesticated 

Amazon clearly anticipates Diana’s response. Why else would Emelye submit the 

reduced request to be awarded to the one who desires her most? With the possible 

exception o f the coerced groom in The Wedding o f  Sir Gawain, no romance hero ever 

has to settle for second best: he is pennitted not only the right o f refusal but also the 

choice o f whom and especially o f whether to wed. For the woman who would not 

marry there is no such dispensation. The object o f m en’s marital intentions is the 

subject o f this dissertation.



Introduction

The literary exegete D. W. Robertson, Jr. characterises matrimony as the measure o f 

all things in medieval Christendom; ‘every Christian o f whatever condition,’ he 

maintains, ‘should be “married”’. As bishops are ‘m arried’ to their see, so pastors 

‘husband’ their flock and the faithful espouse the Church. ‘Marriage is thus a principle 

o f  order in the individual, in the church, and in lay society; in medieval terms, a well- 

ordered hierarchy o f almost any kind may be thought o f as a “marriage” .’' To think o f 

matrimony as the atomic model o f society, however, does not entail universal 

subscription to the order o f wedlock: though everyone may be subject to orders o f 

good behaviour, not everyone chooses to marry and some choose not to marry. The 

sceptic is nonetheless counselled that freedom of choice is not merely notional, it is 

anachronistic.

This study o f misogamy in Middle English romance argues that the original 

impulse to marriage refusal, though inspired by the Early Church, was repudiated by 

lay authorities in the late Middle Ages; remaining single became an impossible choice 

for secular women. The dissertation addresses a woman’s wish to remain unwed, 

without prejudice to love, sex, misogyny or maternity, all o f which may or may not be 

implicated in her disavowal o f  marriage. Three separate yet inter-related issues arise: 

why a woman might not wish to marry; why she is denied the choice; and why the 

misogamy o f secular women has been so little regarded by critical readers o f romance. 

All things being equal, there is always a presumption in favour o f conjugality.

' D. W. Robertson, Jr., A Preface to  Chaucer: Studies in M edieval P erspec tives  (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1962), 374, 375.
’ Secondary literature does not share the immunity o f  the primary text from the charge o f  anachronism. 
In creative writing it is rarely regarded as a defect. As Lee Patterson points out, ‘we do not accuse 
Shakespeare, for exam ple, w hose Roman history was manifestly represented in terms o f  Elizabethan 
language, costum es, mores, and politics, o f  lacking historical consciousness’. ‘On the Margin: 
Postmodernism, Ironic History, and M edieval Studies', Speculum  65 (1990): 94.
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Several monographs on marriage resistance among medieval women have 

converged on the ‘Katherine Group’ o f texts addressed to female religious in the 

thirteenth century, treatises intended for the elite rather than for those secular single 

women from all social strata with no desire either for marriage or claustration.^ Earlier 

investigations o f the representation o f marriage in the late Middle Ages have focussed 

on the work o f  the ‘godfathers’ o f Middle English literature, Chaucer, Langland, 

Gower and Lydgate."* This study leaves the literary highway for the road less travelled 

by academics, examining the marital disposition o f the little-regarded anonymous 

Middle English romances produced between the mid-thirteenth and early sixteenth 

centuries. Though often derided by literary scholars, the uninhibited materialism o f 

these ‘bourgeois’ romances affords greater insight into contemporary attitudes to and 

celebration o f  marriage than the more sophisticated work o f any o f  the named authors. 

The critical disparagement o f these narratives seems itself, somewhat incongruously, 

to be materially and culturally based. More interest has been generated in the 

ownership and inscriptions than in the content o f the manuscripts, doubtless reflecting 

the personal and professional priorities o f bibliographers, as if  a mid-range and much 

read paper manuscript in mercantile possession denotes an inferior literary product.^

In a 1993 review article, Henry Ansgar Kelly detected an academic disjunction of 

medieval historians and literary exegetes, the former preoccupied with marriage, while

E.g. Bella Millett and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, eds., M edieval English Prose for Women (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press. 1990); Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, Saints ’ Lives and Women’s Literary Culture, c.
1150-1300: Virginity and Its Authorizations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Sarah Salih, 
Versions o f  Virginity in Late M edieval England (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2001); Julie Hassell, 
Choosing Not to Marry: Women and Autonomy in the Katherine Group (London: Routledge, 2002).

E.g. Henry Ansgar Kelly, Love and M arriage in the Age o f  Chaucer (Ithaca and London: Cornell 
University Press, 1975); M. Teresa Tavormina, Kindly Similitude: M arriage and Family in Piers 
Plowman (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1995); Conor McCarthy, M arriage in M edieval England: Law, 
Literature and Practice (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2004).

As an erstwhile stem critic o f  popular romance, Derek Pearsall has recently issued a public 
recantation, belatedly acknowledging that most remain quite simply a pleasure to read. ‘The Poetics of 
Pleasure: Revisiting Medieval Popular Romance’, unpublished address to the Romance in Medieval 
Britain, 11 th biennial conference, ‘Romance in Context’, University o f  St Andrews. March 29-31, 
2008.
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the latter ‘concentrate more on love’.̂  This is hardly surprising, given that 

matrimonial contracts submit to empirical verification whereas professions of love 

appeal largely to creative accounting. Suspicious of studies of the institution of 

marriage that were based on the normative and prescriptive writings of theologians 

and canon lawyers, Georges Duby attempted to discover the extent to which the 

twelfth-century northern French nobility followed the clerical rules in their marital 

alliances/ Responding to his thesis of the competing models of marriage, aristocratic 

and ecclesiastical, recent literary scholars who rebut the tendency to exaggerate the 

lovelessness o f medieval unions have themselves been seduced by the ideological 

discourse of desire. Duby regarded marriage as an instrument of control: ‘The leaders 

of the Church used it as a means of holding their own against the laity, and in the hope 

even of subjugating it. The heads of families used it as a means of keeping their power 

intact.’** In his monograph on the literary representation of marriage in the high 

Middle Ages, Neil Cartlidge points to Duby’s narrow research base in elite manages 

de convenance, criticising the historian for ‘giv[ing] the impression that medieval 

marriage can only be understood in terms of political power’.H i s  objection implies 

that political power operates exclusively in the public domain and that personal affairs 

are politically innocent, assumptions that are either naive or disingenuous. The 

adoption of the language of love, I contend, reinforces the instrument of control and 

good governance by contriving to make marriage even more irresistible. Whether or 

not the Church used marriage as the means of subjugating the laity in high medieval 

France, in late medieval England the lay leaders of the influential ‘order of wedlock’

Henry Ansgar K elly, ‘M edieval Relations. Marital and Other’, M edievalia  e t H im an istica , n.s. 19, ed. 
Paul Maurice Clogan (Lanham. Md.: Rowman and Littlefield. 1993), 133.
 ̂G eorges Duby, The Knight, the Lcidy and the Priest: The M aking o f  M odern  M arriage in M edieval 

F rance, trans. Barbara Bray (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1988), xviii.
* Duby, The Knight, the Lady and the P riest. 283.
’ N eil Cartlidge, M edieva l M arriage: L itera ty  Approaches, I ]0 0 -1 3 0 0  (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 
1997), 9. Cartlidge unaccountably designates this period the early M iddle Ages.



conspired with the clergy to make ceHbacy at best the singular privilege o f the 

religious, at worst the dismal fate o f the powerless.

In the 1930s, H. S. Bennett considered the idea that a medieval woman o f the 

world had the right to remain single ‘probably... unthinkable at the tim e’.'*’ Sixty years 

later, Penelope Johnson, historian o f female religious in the Middle Ages, reminded 

her readers:

Although the issue o f choice is o f  enormous interest to modem investigators, it 
is a valid question only ‘within the framework o f available opportunity’. For 
most medieval people, choice did not belong to the individual because one’s 
life was viewed as part o f a whole -  the family -  rather than as an autonomous 
entity. This social perspective was shared by the noble and the peasant, rich 
and poor -  females and males in the medieval world, which believed that 
individuals benefited if  their own families prospered."

In her insistence on the community o f medieval interests and expectations, Johnson 

discounts internal differences; her use o f  the passive voice denies agency to the 

undifferentiated mass o f medieval people whose lives she views as committed to an 

organic family o f altruistic individuals renouncing autonomy for their mutual benefit. 

Civil and ecclesiastical court records in France and England supply abundant evidence

I 9o f a dissenting minority who did not share this social perspective. This conception of 

an uncomplicated, homogeneous society conceals the stark inequalities o f opportunity

13for men and women, not only in work but also in religion and marriage. It might

H. S. Bennett, The Pastons and Their England: Studies in an Age o f  Transition, 2d edition 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1932; reprint, 1990), 51.
'' Penelope D. Johnson, Equal in Monastic Profession: Religious Women in M edieval France (Chicago 
and London: University o f  Chicago Press, 1991), 13-14, citing Alice Kessler-Harris.

While the juridical evidence o f  contested actions and dysfunctional marriages may give a distorted 
view o f medieval social bonds, as John F. Benton rightly observes, given that the courts attended only 
to conduct deemed illegal, immoral or defective, it does nevertheless damage the case for perceived 
universal concord. ‘Clio and Venus: An Historical View o f  Medieval Love’, in The Meaning o f  
Courtly Love, ed. F. X. Newman (Albany, N.Y.: State University o f  New York Press, 1968), 22.

Where men might choose between orders o f  monks, friars, canons and secular clergy, etc., late 
medieval wom en’s options were, with the exception o f  the Beguines, mostly contlned to the cloister.
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even suggest that medieval woman, like Gray’s eighteenth-century elegiac labouring 

man, ‘is better off without opportunities’.''^

Reluctance to accept the consensual subordination o f women in marriage and 

signally to marriage in the Christian Middle Ages still risks the charge o f aggravated 

unhistoricism. As John Van Engen wryly observes, ‘Medieval Christianity is not what 

it used to be’.'^ Yet the traditional medievalist’s reconstruction remains the locus 

classicus o f alterity. Here is Robertson again:

It is obvious that the institution o f marriage plays an entirely different part in 
our society with its egalitarian ideals, where the sacramental value o f the 
contract is usually merely formal and its function is largely personal, from that 
it played in an hierarchical society organized in small groups like that o f the 
Middle Ages. Nevertheless, scholars have not hesitated to attribute ‘modern’ 
attitudes toward marriage to Chaucer, who lived in a society where such 
attitudes would have been absurd. The initial assumption that marriage is ‘the 
same thing’ in the fourteenth century is, of course, erroneous.'^

But it is surely no less erroneous to assume that marriage signified ‘the same thing’ to 

all in the fourteenth century, or even in the premodem fifteenth century, irrespective 

o f their position in the ‘traditional hierarchies which were dear to the medieval 

m ind’.'^ The evidence o f matrimonial litigation strongly implies that the sacramental

status o f marriage was always contested. In the absence o f a vibrant counter-culture,

18the debate on ‘maistrye’ in Chaucer’s so-called ‘marriage group’ would be otiose.

The attitude o f the Church was moreover constantly evolving; each o f the poet’s 

participants can and does claim the auctoritas of the Christian Fathers or the pulpit 

preachers on his or her side in the marital argument. Where Chaucer embodied for

W illiam  Empson, Som e Versions o f  Pastoral: A Study o f  the P astora l Form in L iterature  (1935; 
reprint, Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1966), 12.

John Van Engen, ‘The Christian Middle A ges as an Historiographical Problem ’, Am erican H istorical 
R e v ie w 'll  (1986): 537.

D. W. Robertson, Jr., ‘Som e Observations on Method in Literary Studies’, N ew  L iterary H istory  1 
(1970): 27.

Robertson, P reface to Chaucer, 265.
This collective designation o f  WBT, CIT, M erT and FranT  w as first proposed by G. L. Kittredge, 

‘Chaucer's D iscussion o f  Marriage’, M odern Philology  9 ( 1911- 12) :  4 3 5 -6 7 .
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earlier critics the nebulous spirit o f the age, Robertson reduces him -  and presumably 

his Canterbury pilgrims -  to a contemporary cipher of the allegedly dominant 

Augustinian ideology.'^ A Venetian visitor to England at the end of the fifteenth 

century, however, observed the presence among good Christians o f the ‘many who 

have various opinions concerning religion’. The multiplicity of the Middle Ages -  

acknowledged in the plural English expression and the Dutch middeleeuwen, though 

not in the Latin medium aevum, French moyen age or German Mittelalter -  is effaced 

less by the medieval Church’s imperfect programme of orthodoxy than by modem 

(and some postmodern) critics’ unwarranted presumption of orthopraxy.’ ’

Robertson’s benign vision of the Middle Ages as a marriage o f charitable and 

sociable minds dismisses tension or internal opposition as a postmedieval projection. 

Recognition of the difference of the past may possess either a positive or negative 

value: the inclusive society in which everyone knew his or her place or the exclusive 

society from which dissenters were eliminated. However medieval people, married or 

single, regarded themselves, it would not have been as medieval. The term ‘Middle 

Ages’ is itself a postmedieval label: an early modem bracketing of the thousand years 

that separated the self-conscious Renaissance from its classical origins.

The Augustinian ethos pervades the Preface to Chaucer, which contains five times as many 
references to the more connubial Augustine than to the misogamous Jerome, while the ambivalent 
Ambrose scarcely features. For an incisive exposition o f  Robertson’s exegesis, see Lee Patterson, 
Negotiating the Past: The Historical Understanding o f  M edieval Literature (Madison, Wis.: University 
o f  Wisconsin Press, 1987), chapter 1. Patterson summarises the exegetical position: ‘what clerical 
writers said about love is not only an authoritative guide to what Chaucer must have meant, but is itself 
transparent', self-sufficient and self-explanatory. Negotiating the Past, 35.

'vi sone pero molti che hanno diverse opinioni quanto alia Religione’. A Relation... o f  the Island o f  
England', trans. Charlotte Augusta Sneyd, Camden Society o.s. 37 (1847), 23.
■' David Aers convicts not only liberal humanists but also cultural materialists and new historicists o f  
this offence against the English Middle Ages. In mitigation, he claims that the more recent recidivists 
are ‘victims o f  an institutionally fostered ignorance’ o f  social history. ‘A Whisper in the Ear o f  Early 
Modernists’, in Culture and History, 1350-1600: Essays on English Communities, Identities and 
Writing, ed. Aers (Detroit, Mich.: Wayne State University Press, 1992), 177-202, 196.

Despite my constitutional opposition to the great divide, for the purposes o f  this study, I propose 
c. 1530, the approximate date o f  the dissolution o f  the monasteries and o f  medieval romance, as my 
terminus ad  quem.

6



Cordelia Beattie has recently adverted to the political significance o f 

classification, in as much as it ‘entails value-laden choices about where divisions 

should be drawn’ and whether it is ‘better to be on one side o f a dividing line or the

”7 "I

other’.- In the industrialised nineteenth century, the grass may have appeared more 

verdant on the medieval side o f the fence, but later historians o f the early modem era 

have tended to see their England as the green and pleasant land o f progress. Judith 

Bennett, one o f the foremost deconstructors o f the boundary dispute, believes that the 

great divide, not only between periods but also between scholars in either field, has 

tended to represent the Middle Ages, for better or for worse, as ‘a socio-cultural 

palindrome o f modem life’.'^ The case for continuity or change remains unproven, 

largely because it is based on our own disposition to see similarities or differences. As 

with the oft-cited optical illusion o f the duck/rabbit, we rarely succeed in seeing both 

simultaneously.^'”’ Whether it is better to see a duck or a rabbit, or to be a sheep or a 

goat, depends on one’s herd instinct. My version o f pastoral tends to follow the goats 

among the sheep, the capricious women who now and then resisted the notion that 

marriage was normative.

Although the historian Caroline Walker Bynum cautions against imposing 

continuity or ‘presentist’ concerns, she also criticises the unreflecting adoption o f the 

male perspective, saliently the assumption that medieval women ‘internalized the 

rhetoric o f theologians, confessors, or husbands’. Traditional medievalists, she argues, 

have worked from a male model: ‘when studying women, they have tended to look 

simply for women’s answers to questions that have always been asked about men -

Cordelia Beattie, M edieva l Single Women: The Politics o f  Socia l C lassification in L ate M edieval 
E ngland (O xiord: Oxford University Press, 2007), 144.

Judith M. Bennett, ‘M edieval W om en, M odem Women: A cross the Great D iv id e’, in Culture and  
H istory, ed. Aers, 147.

E. H. Gombrich traces the source o f  this celebrated cartoon, reproduced most notably by Ludwig 
W ittgenstein in P hilosoph ica l Investigations, to a popular humorous periodical. A rt and Illusion: A 
Study in the P sychology o f  P ic toria l Representation, 4th edition (London: Phaidon Press, 1972), 4.



questions generated in the first place by observing male religiosity’.̂  ̂We might also 

say that they have presupposed an identical answer to the question, ‘why not marry?’ 

Classical misogamy customarily addressed bachelors, and no medieval epigone, not 

even Heloise, saw reason to break with tradition.

In the fourteenth-century Miroir de Manage, an inconclusive marriage debate, the 

poet accredits wives with few redeeming features; when Deschamps seeks a virtuous

27woman he finds mostly virgin martyrs. Seven centuries later, in my first forays into 

female misogamy, I discovered that the topic had tacitly surrendered its independence 

to the rapid expansion of virginity studies. Although virginity is feminised in the 

sense that it is almost invariably women’s virginity that is at issue, the anxiety over 

female sexuality was always an expression o f clerical concern. While virginity may 

have been the province and the sole precious possession of nuns, its preservation was 

by no means the greatest disincentive to maiTiage. That the pre-eminent role models of 

resistance are fiamished by the Lives o f the virgin martyrs, themselves the products of 

a clerical culture, reminds us that secular single women have been consigned not to 

history, and certainly not to fiction, but to folklore and cautionary tale. The problem in 

literature, especially in the English language, is compounded by the generic use of the

29term ‘maiden’, signifying both youth and inexperience. In Chaucer’s K night’s Tale, 

it is unclear which meaning is uppermost in Emelye’s mind when she expresses her

Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance o f  Food to M edieval 
Women (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University o f  California Press, 1987), 29.

Eustache Deschamps, Le M iroir de M ariage, in Oeuvres Completes, vol. 9, ed. Gaston Raynaud. 
SATF (Paris: Librairie de Firmin Didot, 1894), esp. chapters 80 and 81. It is difficult to determine 
whether the defence o f  women mounted by Folie is a piece o f  special pleading or devil’s advocacy. 
Raynaud appears to ascribe narrative androcentrism to benign neglect rather than ill intention: ‘Presque 
exclusivement preoccupe de la condition du mari, Deschamps se desinteresse aisement du sort de la 
fem me’. Deschamps, Oeuvres Completes, vol. 11,311.

As in Salih, Versions o f  Virginity, Cindy L. Carlson and Angela Jane Weisl, eds.. Constructions o f  
Widowhood and Virginity in the M iddle Ages (Basingstoke: Macmillan. 1999); Anke Bemau, Ruth 
Evans and Sarah Salih, eds.. M edieval Virginities (Cardiff: University o f  Wales Press, 2003).

See Kim M. Phillips, M edieval M aidens: Young Women and Gender in England, 1270-1540  
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), chapter 1. In French sources, the termpucelle  is 
more likely to be used than demoiselle -  as in the case o f  Jeanne d ’Arc -  when the young woman’s 
virginity is at issue. There is no such distinction between ‘maiden’ and ‘damsel’.
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‘desire to ben a mayden al my ly f  Though she cherishes her ‘maydenhede’, she 

also values the freedom ‘o f huntynge and venerye, / And for to walken in the wodes 

w ilde’ {KnT  2308-9), and especially ‘noght to ben a w yf and be with childe’ (2310): 

in other words she has no wish to be tied down, a sentiment with which countless 

modem women would concur.

In order to steer a safe passage between the Scylla and Charybdis (both 

obtrusively female obstructions) o f ‘presentism’ and the male perspective, Bynum 

proposes that we ‘allow women themselves to generate questions as well as 

answers’. '̂ Though women feature frequently if not prominently in medieval 

romance, we have no privileged access to their ratiocination; the female voice is 

always mediated by established or inferred male authorship. Paul Strohm believes we 

can at best aspire to retrieve ‘muffled or swaddled possibilities’ o f speech,^^ a 

conjunction that masterfully confines both women and infants to the cradle o f 

medieval literature. The obvious danger arises that we may use these ‘muffled voices’ 

to articulate or even ventriloquise our own co n cern s.M in d fu l o f the accusation o f 

what Strohm calls ‘appropriative identification’,'̂ '* I argue nonetheless that the 

misogamous heroines o f medieval romance convey authentic disquiet suri'ounding a 

wom an’s right to remain unmarried, as attested in numerous contemporary sources. 

My interest lies not in the resuscitation of authorial intention, or even the 

amplification o f still small female voices, but in the reconstruction o f  the audience

G eoffrey Chaucer, The K night's Tale, 1. 2305, in The R iverside Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson, 3d 
edition (Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 1987). All citations from Chaucer refer to this edition.

Bynum, H oly Feast, 30.
Paul Strohm, ‘Cultural Frictions: Conference Commentary’ (accessed January 15, 2008), 

hllp:..\v\vw 8. geortietown.edu. departments/medieval.^labvrintlVcon£^cs95/pai~)ers/strohm.hlml. 
‘Appropriation’ is moreover, in medieval terms, a legitimate transfer o f  property.

Jo Ann McNamara, ‘M uffled V oices: the Lives o f  Consecrated W om en in the Fourth Century’, in 
D istan t Echoes: M edieva l R eligious IVomen, vol. 1, ed. John A. N ichols and Lillian Thomas Shanks 
(K alam azoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 1984). 11-29.

Strohm. ‘Cultural Frictions', recalling Benedict Anderson’s strictures on the French historian Jules 
M ichelet’s evocation o f  the ‘silence o f  the dead'.
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response. In this respect, Hans Robert Jauss’s ‘horizon o f expectation’ offers a more 

flexible model o f reception than Johnson’s rigid framework o f  opportunities.^^ The 

horizon has the obvious merit o f  being limited only by the spectator’s point o f  view. 

Misogamous women self-evidently share neither the social perspective nor the outlook 

o f  complaisantly married men.

This is a broad thematic study invoking no master narrative and no grand theory, 

drawing instead on a large number o f textual sources and critical insights from various 

disciplines. The approach is eclectic, relying on the incorrigibly modem habit of 

extensive and promiscuous reading around the subject instead o f adopting the 

orthodox medieval method o f intensive study o f a restricted range o f authoritative 

texts. My interest in historiography is inevitably, but not exclusively, discursive; I 

seek interpretations not simple reflections or artful dissolutions o f the real world. The 

dissertation falls into three sections; the reasons, the role models, and the texts and 

context. Part One comprises a pair o f chapters covering the historical background. 

Chapter 1 explores the formative influence o f the Christian Fathers on the largely 

negative portrait o f marriage. Every survey in the t'leld relies on an arbitrary selection 

o f authorities, and mine is no exception. As a prodigious scholar and voluminous 

correspondent, Jerome dominates literary approaches to medieval misogyny, if  for no 

other reason than that he is accredited by the Wife o f  Bath, even though his 

antifeminism is far less certain than the little-cited Tertullian’s. Though I question 

Robertson’s assessment o f the universal absorption o f  Augustinian caritas, I do not 

deny the percolation o f the doctor’s thesis o f the triple goods o f  marriage. In defence 

o f matrimony, Clement o f  Alexandria emerges as the most indefatigable and least 

heretical apologist. Gregory o f  Nyssa merits his inclusion chiefly for his elegiac and

Hans Robert Jauss, ‘The Alterity and M odernity o f  M edieval Literature’, New Literary History 10 
(1979): 182,
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inoffensive expression o f the inevitable disappointment o f desire and the failure o f 

marriage to fulfil expectations. Chapter 2 investigates the evolution and circumvention 

o f the rules o f holy matrimony. Drawing on the work o f historians o f canon law, 

Church courts and civic records, notably Helmholz, Brundage, Noonan, Sheehan and 

Goldberg, 1 examine the theory and practice o f the canon lawyers’ definition, 

regulation and restriction o f marriage, and the interpretive elision o f choice by 

consent. The section concludes with a brief consideration o f  the popular transmission 

o f and lay response to the Church’s mixed messages on matrimony, a synthesis that 

effectively refonned the image o f connubiality.

Both constituent chapters o f Part Two analyse the hagiography and iconography o f 

two o f the best-known and most easily recognised and romanced virgin martyrs, St 

Barbara and St Ursula. In contrast to the officially sanctioned saints Katherine and 

Margaret, who occupied what Eamon Duffy has described as a ‘privileged place’ in 

late medieval piety,'^^ Barbara and Ursula, both unadopted by the hierarchy, provide 

more apposite role models o f marriage refusal and resistance. The paucity o f  church 

dedications to either saint, and the taint o f heresy and perjury, have often been 

adduced to deny their cults in late medieval England but the evidence, especially o f 

surviving rood screen representations, strongly implies popular devotion in defiance 

o f the ecclesiastical mandate. Modem literary scholarship understandably exalts word 

above image, verbal over visual literacy, and private libraries over public art and 

architecture. In these two companion chapters 1 argue that it is largely through the 

icons o f these exemplary saints that their stories survived and prospered. Each chapter 

examines the growth and transmission of the legendary Lives and the integration o f 

the marriage-resistant saint in the material culture o f the Middle Ages.

Eamon Duffy, The S tripp ing  o f  the A ltars: Traditional Reiligion in England, 1 4 0 0 -1 5 8 0  (N ew  Haven 
and London: Yale U niversity Press, 1992), 171.



In Part Three, Chapter 5 pursues the representation o f marriage in some thirty 

Middle English metrical and prose romances, with particular reference to the 

reproduction o f  traditional nuptial descriptions in the narrative in accordance with 

canon law and the dominant Sarum Use. Despite the profession o f orthodoxy, few o f 

the marriages fulfil the minimum legal requirement o f the prior notice and public 

exchange o f vows; many manipulate the wom an’s consent, and most deny her 

exercise o f choice. Chapter 6 traces the disguised symbols o f the misogamous saints, 

investigating the ‘Barbara’ and ‘Ursula’ strategies o f marriage avoidance adopted by 

the romance heroines and ancillary maidens with no desire to marry either this man or 

any other. Chapter 7 focuses on the compulsory conjugality o f two specimen 

romances from the long fifteenth century, assessing them in the light o f persuasive 

contemporaneous legal and literary evidence o f the erosion o f options and the 

increased social and cultural intolerance o f  single nubile women in late medieval 

England.

O f the three principal reasons that Jauss proposed for reading medieval literature 

its aesthetic pleasure has received noticeably less attention in recent years than its

3 7‘surprising otherness’ and model character. On reflection, this is perhaps quite 

predictable, given that aesthetic enjoyment seems to have been excised from all 

literary endeavours. There are many compelling reasons for reading poststructuralist 

criticism but the pleasure o f the prose is not one o f them. 1 am thus grateful to have 

found temporary asylum among the empirical historians whose relations with literary 

theorists have been aptly described as neither marriage nor divorce but an endlessly

-JO

deferred courtship, much ‘after the fashion o f a medieval romance’.

Jauss, ‘Alterity and M odernity’, 182.
Brian Stock, ‘Literary D iscourse and the Social H istorian’, in idem. L istening fo r the Text: O n the 

U ses o f  the P ast (Philadelphia: U niversity o f  Pennsylvania Press, 1996), 78.
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Part One: Reasons

Female resistance to marriage arises from the conjunction o f classical and Christian 

male-inscribed misogamy. In this section o f the dissertation I present a conspectus o f 

influential opinions on marriage in the Middle Ages, from the apostles to the poets 

and preachers, painters and decorators of the many mansions o f the Father’s house; I 

also address the clerical regulation of matrimony and the occlusion o f choice; and 

finally, the process o f revaluation that made marriage normative and singleness 

aberrant. As a preface to the history o f misogamy 1 offer this illuminating case-study. 

In his treatise De virginitate, like most authors o f such tracts, Gregory o f Nyssa (d. 

C.394) dilates on the disenchantment o f wedlock for both partners:

If only, before experience comes, the results o f experience could be learnt, or 
if, when one has entered on this course, it were possible by some other means 
o f conjecture to survey the reality, then what a crowd o f deserters would run 
from marriage into the virgin life.'

In keeping with the caveat emptor tradition running from Juvenal to John Audelay, 

Gregory refers his readers to the aggrieved consumer, signally she for whom the 

nuptial sweetness has turned sour: ‘If you wish to learn all the trials o f this married 

life, listen to those women who actually know it’, or vicariously to her self-appointed 

spokesmen. The ‘special anxieties’ of the wife are legion in misogamous literature 

but, far from the ‘distaste for physical maternity’ that Clarissa Atkinson detects in

•j

Gregory’s treatise, I find the morbid fear o f material attachment.

' Gregory o f  N yssa, On Virginity 3 , NPNF, 2d series, vol. 5 (1892; reprint, Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 
1994), 346; D e virgin ita te, P G  46:327/328. For reasons o f  econom y and equity, I supply only the 
references for texts in the original Greek or Latin o f  the patristic writers. Where an adequate translation 
exists. 1 have used it. In the absence o f  any counter-indication, all other translations throughout the 
dissertation are my own.
“ Gregory o f  N yssa, On Virginity 3 , 347; PG  46:331/332.
 ̂ Clarissa W. Atkinson. The O ldest Vocation: Christian M otherhood in the M iddle A ges (Ithaca and 

London: Cornell U niversity Press, 1991), 75.
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Judged by the standards o f the genre, his exposure o f the travail o f pregnancy and

parturition is remarkably restrained, showing none o f Jerome’s revulsion for the sight

and especially the smell o f the nursery. It is moreover peculiarly sensitive to

separation and loss:

But the oracle o f  God tells us that she is not her own mistress, but fmds her 
resources only in him whom wedlock has made her lord; and so, if  she be for 
ever so short a time left alone, she feels as if  she were separated from her head, 
and can ill bear it; she even takes this short absence o f her husband to be the 
prelude to her widowhood."*

The ‘continued expectancy o f  death’ that afflicts both partners does not entirely 

displace the woman’s apprehension o f  the loss o f her independence, her head, and her 

security. This may well have been the oracular experience o f his mother. Gregory was 

one o f nine children, the younger brother o f Macrina and Basil o f Caesarea. In his Vita 

Macrinae (c.380), he records the formative years o f  their mother:

[She] was extremely virtuous, following the will o f God in all things and 
embracing an exceptionally pure and spotless way o f life, so that she had 
chosen not to marry. However, since she was an orphan and flowering in the 
springtime o f her beauty, and the fame o f  her loveliness had attracted many 
suitors, there was danger that, i f  she were not jo ined  to someone by choice, she 
might suffer some unwished-for violence, because some o f the suitors 
maddened by her beauty were preparing to carry her off. For this reason she 
chose a man well known and recommended for the dignity o f  his life, and thus 
she acquired a guardian for her own life (my italics).'^

As in many o f  the more or less pious romances we shall encounter, the disconcertingly

beautiful young orphan made three consecutive choices. The initial choice not to

marry was freely made and divinely assured; the second was pre-emptive; the third

induced. Obliged to abandon the excellence o f her vocation, she settled for the lesser

good o f marriage and maternity. When her first-bom daughter Macrina attained ‘her

twelfth year in which the flowering o f youth begins especially to shine forth’, like

 ̂Gregory o f  Nyssa, On Virginity 3, 347; PG  46:331/332.
 ̂Gregory o f  Nyssa, The Life o f  St Macrina, in M edieval Women's Visionary Literature, ed. Elizabeth 

A. Petroff (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 77; Vita S. Macrinae Virginis, PG  46: 961/962.
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many a noble and nubile heroine o f romance, the girl’s beauty ‘did not escape notice, 

although it had been concealed’.̂  The radiant Macrina would have suffered the same 

fate as her mother but for the sudden demise of her future husband:

The girl was not unaware o f what her father had decided, and when the young 
m an’s death broke off what had been planned fo r  her, she called her father’s 
decision a marriage on the grounds that what had been decided had actually 
taken place and she determined to spend the rest o f her life by herself; and her 
decision was more firmly fixed than her age would have warranted (my italics).

His death leaves her undivided; being in no danger o f losing her head, she is able to 

capitalise on her father’s decision by turning it to her advantage. Claiming virtual 

widowhood, Macrina remains her own mistress, lives without a lord and master and, 

on her father’s decease, becomes her mother’s helpmeet and mentor in a kind o f rural 

commune.^ She recruits her mother into a Christian socialist sorority whereby they 

live on equal terms with their maids. And ‘among them was seen no anger, no envy, 

no hatred, no arrogance or any such thing; neither was there in them longing for 

foolish things like honor and fame and vanity, nor a contempt for others’,** or indeed 

any o f ‘the whole mob o f moral diseases that invade men’s hom es’.'̂  In other words, 

Macrina -  or rather, Gregory’s ‘Macrina’ -  established a non-hierarchical, non

competitive and non-violent community of women. Never in her remaining forty years 

did she stop ‘using her hands in the service o f God, nor did she look to men for help or 

any opportunity for living a life o f comfort’. E v e n  women o f lesser faith might well

 ̂Gregory o f  N yssa, Life o f  St M acrina, 78; P G  46:963/964. Macrina w as known fam iliarly as T heda, 
after the apocryphal virgin.
’ For the rurality, see Judith Herrin, The Form ation o f  Christendom , (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1989), 50; for the comm unality, Peter Brown, The B ody an d  Society: Men, Women, 
and Sexual Renunciation in E arly C hristianity  (N ew  York: Columbia U niversity Press, 1988), 270.
* Life o f  St M acrina, 79. Elizabeth A. Clark advises caution in assum ing that virtue or ‘w isdom -cast-as- 
woman provides an unproblematic positive evaluation o f  "real w om en’” . ‘The Lady Vanishes: 
Dilem m as o f  a Feminist Historian after the “Linguistic Turn’” , Church H isto iy  67 (2006): 30. ‘Real 
w om en', may nevertheless have been inspired by the reconstructed ‘M acrina’.
 ̂Gregory o f  N yssa, On Virginity 4, 350; PG  46:341/342.

Gregory o f  N yssa, Life o f  S t M acrina, 81.

15



have envied the serenity and self-sufficiency o f her rustic retreat. ‘Is not the sum total

o f all that is hoped for in marriage to get delightful com panionship?’ Gregory asked

rhetorically." Given that her informal convent attracted not only the brother who

would commemorate her but also a flock o f female visitors, some o f them widows

with an interest in avoiding remarriage, it seems that her elected modus vivendi

12suggested a more congenial alternative.

The contrast with the desert lives o f male ascetics impresses many readers. Peter 

Brown remarks on the intensity o f friendship among women who tended to ‘coagulate 

into small groups in a more frankly organic manner... renting rooms together in town, 

or moving a soul-mate into their family hom e’.'^ Though clerics promoted virginal 

life as freedom from the yoke o f  marriage, women who took them at their word drew 

the opprobrium o f the Church and the attention o f  the licensing authorities. From the 

sixth century, when Caesarius o f  Arles ordered the strict enclosure o f his sister and her 

religious community, to the sixteenth, when single women without any visible means 

o f support might be condemned to the pan-European Spinhuis, the freedom to remain 

unwed became increasingly difficult to sustain.

Women are almost invariably the subject o f m en’s exemplary sermons and 

cautionary tales; they are rarely the authors o f  their own married or virginal lives. 1 

have cited Gregory’s eulogy o f  virginity in general, and his sister’s in particular, 

because it offers, in place o f the crude denigration o f marriage we so often encounter, 

a less belligerent and more rational avocation. The inferiority o f the female is nowhere 

more apparent than in marital relations; M acrina’s voluntary association for women 

demonstrated a viable alternative to institutional disparagement in marriage.

" Gregory o f  Nyssa, On Virginity 3, 345; PG  46:327/328.
'■ 'Macrina' continues to attract uncritical admirers who read Gregory’s positive hagiography as 
historical positivism. Ruth Albrecht, for instance, describes it as ‘ein sehr authentisches Bild’. Cited by 
Clark, ‘The Lady Vanishes’, 17.
' ̂  Brown. Body and Society, 265.
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Chapter 1

The Discourse of Marriage: the Church Fathers

If the subject is marriage, speak to my mother.
Clem ent o f  Alexandria

In the academy, both ancient and modem, there is a tendency to naturalise the marital 

state. Marriage is an invented tradition and like most such traditions conveys a 

sentimental attachment to a reconstructed past. It is a civil institution -  an inheritance 

from the late Roman Empire' -  easily appropriated by the Church, but denied the 

sacramental seal o f approval until the twelfth century, roughly midway between the 

papal blessing o f Charlemagne’s expansive Burgundian estate and the collapse o f 

Charles V ’s engrossed empire. Sanctification provides official recognition o f a non

natural institution; there is no merit in doing what comes naturally. The licensing o f 

marriage marks the limits o f personal liberty. From its annunciation Christianity 

identified itself as the religion o f freedom, with the Christian Fathers becoming 

entrenched in rancorous boundary disputes on the status o f  marriage: whether freedom 

was the preserve o f the married or the celibate. The early debate on the virtue o f 

marriage was incongruously vicious, divisive and indecisive. But it is doubtless no 

accident o f history -  if  indeed history admits any accidents -  that the major treatises in 

support o f marriage survive only in the paraphrases and parodies o f their detractors. 

The sound and fury generated by the celibates reverberated throughout the Middle 

Ages. If, as I maintain, women’s enthusiasm for marriage, at least in its literary

' Paul V eyne, follow ing M ichel Foucault, believes that the ‘coup le’ arrived in the W est only during the 
transition from the Roman Republic to the Empire with the privatisation o f  public morality, ‘The 
Roman Em pire’, in A H istory o f  P rivate Life, vol. I, From P agan R om e to Byzantium , trans. Arthur 
Goldhammer (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, Belknap Press, 1987), 37.
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representation, is more muted than is generally supposed, the disaffection must be 

read in the context o f the patristic discourse o f marriage and celibacy.

Virtually all monographs on matrimony, continence or chastity are prefaced by a 

perfunctory disclaimer; the author intends no disrespect to marriage. Marriage, like 

Caesar, is honourable; after the Antonian defence, it is punctiliously buried, like the 

deceased, damned with faint praise. In a classic case o fpraeteritio, as Katharina 

Wilson and Elizabeth Makowski have observed, Jerom e’s avowed intention in his 

letter to Eustochium (Letter 22) to abstain from praising virginity or denigrating 

marriage is belied by his shameless indulgence.^ Gregory o f Nyssa excuses himself, 

though not matrimony, on the grounds that ‘the common instincts o f mankind can 

plead sufficiently on its beh a lf, wherefore ‘it is a superfluous task to compose 

formally an Exhortation to marriage’.̂  Conjugal eulogies go without saying; they have 

indeed gone largely unsaid. A lack o f loving inscriptions on Roman funerary 

monuments suggested to Philippe Aries the silence o f discretion rather than an 

absence o f  affection: ‘there are some things one doesn’t talk about. Married love was 

such.’'* The two first-century spokesmen for matrimony, Pliny the Younger, in his 

effusive letter to his wife, and Seneca, in his Moral Essays, exposed their bleeding 

hearts to the charge o f  sentimentality and sententiousness respectively.^ Stoics 

allegedly set aside any personal antipathy and embraced marriage as a civic duty.

 ̂Jerome, Letter 22, Select Letters o f  St. Jerome, ed. and trans. F. A. Wright. Loeb Classical Library 
(London: William Heinemann, 1954). All translations o f  Jerome’s letters are taken from the Loeb 
edition except where the NPNF  is stated. Katharina M. Wilson and Elizabeth M. Makowski, Wykked 
Wvves and the fVoes o f  Marriage: M isogamous Literature from  Juvenal to Chaucer (Albany, N.Y.: 
State University o f  New York, 1990), 51.

Gregory o f  Nyssa, On Virginity {De virginitate) 8, 352; PG  46:353/354.
Philippe Aries, ‘Love in Married Life’, in Western Sexuality: Practice and Precept in Past and 

Present Times, ed. Philippe Aries and Andre Bejin, trans. Anthony Forster (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1995), 136. Aries’s cautious denial o f  affectivity in medieval marital and parental relationships has 
provoked a largely hostile response from medieval scholars.
' See Letter 7.5, The Letters o f  Pliny the Younger, trans. Betty Radice (London: Penguin Books, 1969). 
‘To Marcia on Consolation’ in Seneca: M oral Essays, vol. 2, trans. John W. Basore. Loeb Classical 
Library (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1932). Veyne reminds the reader that Calpumia 
was a child bride whom Pliny had married for money and for the furtherance o f  his career. ‘Roman 
Empire’, 43.
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Their strict code o f conduct regarding the reciprocity o f marital relations and their 

insistence on what Michel Foucault calls the ‘dehedonisation’ o f  sexual intercourse -  

procreational not recreational -  were ripe for Christian conversion.^ When Clement o f 

Alexandria (d. c.215), among the Fathers the only consistently connubial advocate, 

compared the credentials o f marriage and celibacy, he mentioned ‘their distinctive 

services o f the Lord, their different ministries’, invoking the familiar responsibilities 

o f the paterfamilias.^ Clement’s assimilation o f Stoic values included the principles o f 

domestic economy outlined by Musonius Rufus. Conflict between Christian and 

pagan morality is often overstated; the patristic writers were as much a product o f 

their society as were their pagan peers. That the oppressive Augustan marriage laws 

penalised adultery and pederasty as well as celibacy and childlessness is rarely 

mentioned. Nor is the inefficacy o f the latter laws which, according to Suetonius, 

proved unenforceable in the face o f concerted opposition.**

The Early Christians sedulously observed the Pauline distinction between 

commandments and counsels. As Athanasius (c.296-373) commented, ‘The law 

restricts marriage: it commands, sets times, and establishes measures concerning it, so 

that no one will transgress nature and sin. But virginity persuades people to itself and 

urges them by counsel and advice.’*̂ Some of that counsel and advice was a little less 

benign than Athanasius suggests, as will become apparent, but the principle o f volition 

was upheld. In 1 Corinthians 7 -  the Pauline penultimate word on marriage -  the 

Apostle distinguishes between imperium (commandment) or praeceptum  (precept) and

* M ichel Foucault, The H istory o f  Sexuality, vol. 3, The Care o f  the S e lf  trans, Robert Hurley (London: 
Penguin Books, 1986), 182.
 ̂Strom ateis 3 .12 .79, in Clement o f  Alexandria, Stromateis Books One to Three, trans. John Ferguson 

(W ashington, D.C.: Catholic U niversity o f  America Press, 1991), 305; P G  8:1179/1180.
* Augustus 34, in Suetonius, The Twelve Caesars, trans. Robert Graves, revised by M ichael Grant 
(London: Penguin Books. 1979), 65.
’ Athanasius, ‘First L etter to  V irg ins' 1.19, in David Brakke, Athanasius and the P o litics o f  A sceticism  
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 280. Despite the longstanding doubts about the authorship o f  these 
Coptic and Syriac letters, Brakke believes they merit attribution to Athanasius.
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consilium (counsel) or indulgentia (indulgence). He indicates clearly when he is 

speaking with divine authority and when he is offering his own opinion, albeit with 

the conviction of Christ’s confidant. Concerning marriage and celibacy, he has no 

commandment, nor has he here any divine dispensation for divorce: his autem qui 

matrimonio iuncti sunt praecipio non ego sed Dominus uxorem a viro non discedere /  

quod si discesserit manere inmiptam aut viro suo reconciliari et vir uxorem ne 

dimittat}^ ‘But to them that are married, not I but the Lord commandeth, that the wife 

depart not from her husband. / And if  she depart, that she remain unmarried, or be 

reconciled to her husband. And let not the husband put away his wife.’ Nowhere in 

this epistle does Paul condemn marriage, but the concession to the incontinent carries 

no great commendation: dico autem non nuptis et viduis bonum est illis si sic maneant 

sicut et ego /  quod si non se continent nubant melius est enim nubere quam uri ( I Cor. 

7:8-9). ‘But 1 say to the unmarried, and to the widows: It is good for them if they so 

continue, even as 1. / But if they do not contain themselves, let them marry. For it is 

better to marry than to be burnt.’ This mitigation o f marriage -  in the more 

euphonious wording of the Authorized Version, ‘it is better to marry than to bum’ -  

offers little encouragement. As Christopher Brooke wryly remarks, ‘it has not always 

seemed to ardent married Christians an entirely happy thing to be dictated to by a 

bachelor Apostle’."  But it was far less felicitous to be berated by the malmarried 

Tertullian (c. 160-C .220), who addressed this open letter to his wife:

Scripture says that it is better to marry than to burn; but what sort of good, I
ask you, can that be which is such only when it is compared to what is bad?
Marriage, forsooth, is better because burning is worse! How much better it is

12neither to marry nor to bum!

1 Cor. 7 :10 -11 . B iblia  Sacra luxta  Vulgatam Versionem  (Vulgate). All translations are from the 
D ouay-Rheim s (D R ) version except where the Authorized V ersion (A V ) is specified.
'' Christopher Brooke, The M edieva l Idea  o f  M arriage  (Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 1989), 49.

A d uxorem  1.3, Tertullian: Treatises on M arriage an d  R em arriage, trans. W illiam  P. Le Saint 
(W estminster, Md.: N ewm an Press, 1951), 13; PL 1:1278.
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In De patientia  Tertullian confesses his own impatience; nowhere in Ad iixorem does 

he plead the /e//x culpa o f uxoriousness. Tertullian’s expectation o f predeceasing his 

wife, and the fear that she might venially remarry, inflamed his proprietary anger. In 

De monogamia he rifles sacred and secular texts for examples o f conspicuous chastity, 

sanctifying the pagan heroine who ‘preferred to bum rather than to marry’. T h e  

metaphor o f marriage as incendiary device infused the writings o f  his epigones:

If you do not throw into the fire wood, or straw, or grass, or something that it 
can consume, it has not the force to last by itself; so the power o f death cannot 
go on working, if  marriage does not supply it with material and prepare victims 
for this executioner.'"'

One espousal alone escaped the censure of the Christian Fathers: the marriage o f 

Mary and Joseph. Their union was blameless because it was sexless. Jerome (c.341- 

420) offers the ad litteram  justification: ‘We believe that God was bom o f the Virgin, 

because we read it. That Mary was married after she brought forth, we do not believe, 

because we do not read it.’ '  ̂Not everyone shared Jerome’s creed or his reading. 

Helvidius, the butt o f Jerome’s sarcasm, had provocatively suggested that the 

hallowed marriage was consummated, adducing tenuous evidence, largely syntactical, 

in support o f this thesis. He did not deny the virgin birth but asserted that the saintly 

couple subsequenfly engaged in normal marital relations, producing little brothers for 

the Lord. Armed with the righteousness of orthodoxy, Jerome branded the speculation 

as heretical and the discredited author was msticated from Rome. It was an unusual 

indictment; heresies o f the Early Church did not normally embrace either marriage or 

materialism. The maligned Helvidius seemingly wished to uphold the status o f the 

holy union by insisting on its corporeality: without carnal knowledge the marriage

'■’ Tertullian, D e m onogam ia  17, Treatises, 107; PL  2:952.
Gregory o f  N yssa, On virginity  13, 360; PG  46:379/380.
Jerome, Aclversus H elvidium  {D e perpetua  virginitate B eatae M ariae) 21, NPNF, 2d series, vol. 6 

(1892; reprint, Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark. 1996). 344; PL 23:203.
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would have been non-existent, a prospect doubtless more pleasing to Jerome, who 

portrays Joseph in a caretaking rather than connubial capacity.'^ Helvidius was an 

early agonist in the protracted legal dispute over the essence o f marriage -  whether 

consent or copulation was the sine qua non -  a dispute that I address in Chapter 2. 

While Ambrose (339-97) remained characteristically ambivalent, Augustine (354- 

430) became the first influential Western theologian to endorse both the celibacy and 

the validity o f the holy marriage.'^

The Early Fathers were exercised less by the legality o f a chaste marriage than by 

its desirability. For Manichaean dualists, all sex was sordid; marriage was no 

exception. Nor, in this respect, did Tertullian disagree:

Now, everybody knows that it makes a big difference whether it is a married or 
an unmarried man who lusts after another woman. To an unmarried man every 
woman is ‘another woman’ as long as he is not married to her; and the 
selfsame action which makes one woman a wife, makes another an adulteress. 
Marriage and fornication are different only because laws appear to make them 
so; they are not intrinsically different, but only in the degree of their 
illegitimacy. For what is it that all men and women do in both marriage and 
fornication? They have sexual relations, of course; and the very desire to do 
this, our Lord says, is the same thing as fornication.'*

Tertullian takes his inspiration from Matthew 5:28: ego autem dico vobis quoniam 

omnis qui viderit mulierem ad concupiscendum earn iam moechatus est earn in corde 

siio. ‘But 1 say to you, that whosoever shall look on a woman to lust after her, hath 

already committed adultery with her in his heart.’ For Tertullian, there was no other 

way of looking on a woman: she aroused a man to concupiscence. The ultra-Montanist 

may have believed that his dismal view o f sex was divinely authorised -  he did, after

Elizabeth A. Clark points to Jerome’s use o f  licentia rather than the more usual nuptia to describe 
the relationship. “‘Adam’s Only Companion”: Augustine and the Early Christian Debate on Marriage’, 
in The Olde Daunce: Love. Friendship, Sex, and M arriage in the M edieval World, ed. Robert R. 
Edwards and Stephen Spector (Albany, N.Y.: State University o f New York, 1991), 23.

Clark. “‘Adam’s Only Companion’” , 23.
De exhortatione castitatis 9, Tertullian, Treatises, 56-57; PL 2:924-25.
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all, dismiss the competing claims o f philosophy with magisterial defiance: ‘I believe 

because it is absurd’ -  but his extremist views alienated Stoical Christians. Clement 

o f Alexandria, the tireless exponent o f Christian conjugality, objects: ‘But if  legally 

constituted marriage is sin, 1 do not know how anyone can claim to know God while

A

saying that G od’s commandment is sin. If the Law is holy, marriage is holy.’“ The 

detractors o f marriage, o f course, would point to Paul’s explicit denial to the 

Corinthians that he had any such divine commandment. W hatever Christ’s views of 

marriage, no one seriously doubted his celibacy, a fact that attracted the argument ad 

hominem: if  Christ favoured marriage, why did he remain single? Clement gives three 

reasons: Christ was married to the Church; he was an extraordinary man, having no 

need o f  a physical partner; he was under no obligation to produce children.^' The 

devout Christian was well advised to do as the philogamous Clement said Christ said, 

not as He did. Clement’s unprecedented invocation o f the nuptial imagery o f 

Ephesians 5 is all the more significant because, as Dyan Elliott notes, he employed it 

to dignify marriage, whereas his successors awarded the bridal bouquet to virginity."^ 

Clem ent’s negation o f Christ’s sexual needs did not commit him to a denial o f his 

maleness. To do so would have been tantamount to a Manichaean denial o f the 

incarnation. It was indeed not maleness but femaleness that exercised the misogamous 

Christian Fathers. The account o f Creation in Genesis 1:27, echoed throughout the 

New Testament, states unambiguously: et creavit Dens hominem ad imaginem suam 

ad imaginem Dei creavit ilium masculum et feminam creavit eos. ‘And God created 

man to his own image: to the image o f God he created him: male and female he 

created them .’ Why did He create the second sex? For what reason other than

Cited by Henry Chadwick, The E arly Church, revised edition (London: Penguin B ooks, 1993), 93.
Clem ent o f  Alexandria, Strom ateis 3 .12.84, 309; PG  8:1185/1 186.
Clem ent o f  Alexandria, Stromciteis 3.6.49, 286; PG  8:1151/1152.
Dyan Elliott, Spiritual M arriage: Sexual Abstinence in M edieval W edlock  (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 

U niversity Press, 1993), 39.
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reproduction were the sexes differentiated? Did the Creation anticipate procreation?

The Church Fathers o f Western Christendom, John Bugge generalises, adopted a

literalist reading o f the Scriptures, while the Eastern bloc favoured an allegorical 

1

approach." Jerome, as we have seen, claimed to believe in the virgin birth, ‘because 

we read it’; Tertullian believed, ‘because it is absurd’; Augustine believed that ‘no one 

believes anything unless one first thought it believable’.M a rr ia g e s ,  we are assured, 

are not made in heaven (Luke 20:34-35), but it is debatable whether they were 

planned for paradise. In the case o f  the Creation, only Augustine is disposed to believe 

that marriage was providential. Tertullian is uncommonly coy on the subject o f  sex, 

while Jerome reinvents Eden by reading into Genesis more or less -  rather more than 

less -  what is written in Colossians 3:9-11. Jerom e’s paraphrase reads:

‘For God called us not for uncleanness, but in sanctification (1 Thess. 4:7): 
seeing that ye have put o ff the old man with his doings, and have put on the 
new man, which is being renewed unto knowledge after the image o f  him that 
created him: where there cannot be male and female, Greek and Jew, 
circumcision and uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, bondman, freeman: but 
Christ is all, and in all (Col. 3:10, 11).’ The link o f  marriage is not fo u n d  in the 
image o f  the Creator (my italics).

‘When the difference o f sex is done away,’ he concludes, and following baptism we 

have ‘put on the new m an’, we are bom  again to a virginal life. But he is being 

disingenuous over the missing link; it is Jerome him self who has ‘done away’ with the 

difference o f  sex. ‘Male and female’ does not appear in the Colossian list o f cancelled

' ) f \differences. For Jerome, the prospect o f procreation in paradise was not merely 

unprecedented, it was also bizarre and grotesque; and it was, in the Augustinian sense.

See John Bugge, Virginitas: An Essay in the History o f  a M edieval Ideal (The Hague: Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1975), 22.

Augustine, Predestination o f  the Saints. Quoted by Robert Louis Wilken, The Spirit o f  Early 
Christian Thought: Seeking the Face o f  God  (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2003), 1. 

Jerome, Adversus Jovinianum 1.16, NPNF, 2d series, vol. 6, 359-60; PL 23 :225.
They do, however, feature in an abbreviated list in Galatians 3:27-28. It is surprising that Jerome 

should give the deutero-Pauline version. See below, n. 89 for the Pauline/deutero-Pauline distinction.
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unbelievable. Because there could have been no common or garden sex in Eden, in 

Jerome’s tendentious reading o f Genesis 2, there was no marriage before the Fall:

And as regards Adam and Eve we must maintain that before the fall they were 
virgins in Paradise: but after they sinned, and were cast out o f Paradise, they 
were immediately married. Then we have the passage, ‘For this cause shall a 
man leave his father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and the twain 
shall become one flesh’ (Eph. 5:31, Gen. 2:24).“’

Elaine Pagels justifiably objects to Jerome’s shuffling o f  the sequence o f events: et

28erunt duo in cam e una, she notes, was pronounced in prelapsarian paradise. Jerome 

has effectively made a malediction o f a prophecy. We know that conception occurred 

outside Eden: Adam vero cognovit Havam uxorem suam quae concepit et peperit Cain 

(Gen. 4:1), but o f the two who in carne una erunt, the text does not specify where the 

duo in carne una erant.~‘̂ By transposing the verses Jerome removes the element o f 

doubt, a ploy that spares him the necessity o f stating categorically what he everywhere 

implies: no sex, ergo no marriage. If Eve was unmarried in Eden, Adam was her 

caretaker who showed little regard for the office; and Jerome, a ‘copulative’ theorist 

o f marriage.

Those Fathers for whom the idea o f copulation in the image o f the Creator was 

less distasteful or more credible had no need to tamper with the text. But that did not 

deter Gregory o f Nyssa from rewriting the history o f Cain’s conception: ‘and he used 

the helpmeet given him only for this delight, as Scripture signifies when it said that 

“he knew her not” (Gen. 3:16) till he was driven forth from the garden’. G o d  had 

marriage in mind ab initio because He knew that man would fall. Instead o f  a curse, 

marriage is not a blessing but a booby prize. It was instituted ‘as the compensation for

Jerome. A dversus Jovinianum  1.16, 359; PL  23:235.
Elaine Pagels, Adam, Eve, and the Serpent (N ew  York: Random H ouse, 1988), 9 3 -9 4 .
Secrecy, privacy and the absence o f  w itnesses are the Augustinian indicators o f  postlapsarian sex.

C ity o f  G od  14.18; PL 4 1 :426. Augustine refrains from making the connection.
Gregory o f  N yssa, On Virginity 12, NPNF. 2d series, vol. 358; P G  46:373/374.
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-> 1

having to die’. As a concerned citizen of God, Augustine could not support any 

attempt to evict marriage from the mind of its maker. Emerging from a ten-year 

flirtation with Manichaeism and concubinage, he spent as many years again arduously 

stripping his theology of its allegorical accretions and exposing the ‘body beautiful’. 

Like Clement o f Alexandria, he believed implicitly that all creation was good: 

marriage is good because it is God-given, its goodness sealed by the triple blessing of 

children, faith and sacrament (proles, fides et sacramentum). But where Clement 

accepted death as ‘the normal course o f nature’, Augustine postulated that death was 

consequent not on sex but on sin.^‘̂ The cause o f death was disobedience; marriage he 

declared innocent:

For myself, however, 1 have no shadow of doubt that to increase and multiply 
and fill the earth in accordance with God’s blessing is a git^ of marriage, and 
that God instituted marriage from the beginning, before man’s Fall, in creating 
male and female: the difference in sex is quite evident in the physical structure. 
And the actual blessing was obviously attached to this work of God, for the 
words, ‘he created them male and female’, are immediately followed, in the 
scriptural account, by this statement: ‘And God blessed them, saying, “Increase 
and multiply, and fill the earth and hold sway over it.’” "̂*

The primary purpose of prelapsarian marriage was procreation, but the practice was 

perverted by the Fall. Augustine is notorious for his account of sin as the original 

sexually transmitted disease. In the absence o f sin, ‘marriage would have been worthy 

of the happiness of paradise, and would have given birth to children to be loved, and

Gregory o f  Nyssa, On Virginity 12, 358; PG  46:373/374.
Augustine, De bono conjugali 24.32, NPNF, 1st series, vol. 3 (1887; reprint, Edinburgh: T. & T. 

Clark, 1993), 412; PL 40:394. ‘Sacrament’ often appears as the mystery ingredient in Augustine’s triad; 
Philip Lyndon Reynolds points out that it is usually rendered qiioddcim sacramentum, ‘a kind o f  
sacrament’, conveying, at various times, indissolubility, symbolism o f Christ’s union with the Church, 
and analogy to baptism. M arriage in the Western Church: The Christianization o f  M arriage during the 
Patristic and Early M edieval P eriods (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 308-9. Preoccupation with indissolubility 
tends to focus on the physical union at the expense o f  the spiritual relationship. See Reynolds, 303 f f  

Clement o f  Alexandria, Stromateis 3.6.45, 284; PG  8:1149/1150; Augustine, City o f  God  13.3, trans. 
Henry Bettenson (London: Penguin Books, 1984), 511-13; fL  41:378.

Augustine, City o f  God  14.22; PL 4 1:429.
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yet would not have given rise to any lust to be ashamed o f  Perfect sex is 

passionless, regulated by reason, and performed much as our existing motor fiinctions. 

It is, in a novel use o f D. H. Lawrence’s contemptuous expression, ‘sex in the head’.^̂  

If the image o f procreation in the ‘paradise o f pleasure’ appalled Jerome, and 

mortified Gregory o f Nyssa, Augustine’s panacea o f aseptic sex in Eden offers scant 

relief His vision o f marriage is hardly liberating, so firmly is it embedded in sexual 

and reproductive functions. Nor is it valorising, offering neither credit to childless 

married couples nor comfort to the newly espoused whose legitimate unions are 

libelled as lust. Is there a marriage o f minds as well as bodies? Copulation is not the 

connection that Augustine had originally contemplated. John O ’Meara has likened the 

initial scene o f Augustine’s exegesis on creation Dc genesi ad litteram  to the ending 

o f a classic film, before the credits roll: ‘a man and woman walking side by side to a 

beckoning ftiture’.̂  ̂ But in Tertullian’s mise en scene the Christian couple are 

chastened; when they set out ‘side by side’ on their journey o f  life ‘as brother and 

sister’, they are more redolent o f the Start-Rite children on the road to iconic status.^* 

What became o f the companionable and supportive role o f the Augustinian spouse? 

Did not the Lord say, non est bonum esse hominem solum faciam us ei adiutorium  

similem sui (Gen. 2:18), ‘It is not good for man to be alone: let us make him a help 

like unto him self? Elizabeth Clark speculates that Augustine’s ‘companionate’ theory 

o f marriage was a friendly casualty in the marital war o f attrition. He sacrificed it for 

the greater good o f the Church at a time o f Pauline ‘present necessity’, in an effort to

Augustine, C ity o f  G od  14.23. Reynolds presents Augustine’s marital theology as an inversion o f  
Manichaeism: where they opposed procreation but permitted sterile sexual intercourse among the 
auditores, Augustine disparages sexual intercourse but permits fertile procreation. M arriage in the 
Western Church, 278.

Cerebral, passionless sex outraged Lawrence. In one o f  several such outbursts, he denounced ‘sex in 
the head. It is an evil and destructive thing’. Letter to Dorothy Brett, 26 January 1925, The L etters o f  D. 
H. Lawrence, vol. 5, March 1924-M arch 1927, ed. James T. Boulton and Lindeth V asey (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), no. 3343, 204.

John J. O'Meara, U nderstanding Augustine Four Courts Press, 1997), 134,
Tertullian, A d uxorem  8, Treatises, 35; PL 1:1278-79.
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mediate between the ascetic denunciation and Pelagian privileging o f  sexual 

re la t io n s .B u t Augustine’s commitment to the companionate theory is questionable. 

As a provincial Roman scholar, he had absorbed the conventional values o f  his class 

and gender; friendship was for freemen:

If woman was not made for the specific aid o f  begetting children for man, for 
what aid was she made? Was it to work the land with him? There was no toil 
then and he had no need o f  aid. If he were to need it, a male would have been a 
better aid. One might relate this aid even to companionship in the case where 
man began to get tired o f  being alone. But for living and speaking together 
would not two men who were friends live with one another more harmoniously 
{congruentius) than a man and a woman? And if  they had to live together on 
the basis o f  one giving orders and the other obeying, lest opposing wills should 
trouble the peace o f those living together, provision had been made for 
achieving this, since one was created before, the other after -  and especially 
since the second was created from the first, as woman was created. No one 
would claim that God could have made a woman only and not also, if  he so 
willed, a male from the rib o f  the man. And so 1 can discover no aid for man 
for which woman was made, if  child-bearing is eliminated."*'*

O ’Meara acquits Augustine o f  gratuitous offence against women on the grounds that 

his views were relatively ‘enlightened’ and certainly more moderate than the 

egregious Tertullian’s, which seems a rather slender testimonial."^' Undoubtedly 

Augustine desists from the diatribe in which Jerome and, to a lesser extent, Ambrose 

and Chrysostom engaged, but their personal relations with women varied in inverse 

proportion to their antifeminist fulminations. In his private capacity, Augustine did not 

enjoy the comparable support o f  a coterie o f  female friends;''^ his lifelong affection for 

his mother Monica was indivisible and non-transferable. The saint’s attachment to

Clark, ‘Adam’s Companion’, 15.
D e genesi ad  litteram  9.5.9; PL 34:396. Cited and translated by O ’Meara, Understanding Augustine, 

132.
Admittedly, he did not invoke science in support o f  his prejudices, as Aquinas did eight centuries 

later, in a teleological defence o f  wom en’s subordination, but then he did not share the latter’s 
enthusiasm for Aristotle. C f The Summa Theologica o f  St Thomas Aquinas, trans. Fathers o f  the 
English Dominican Province, online edition by Kevin Knight, la. q.92. a.i.  
http;//www.newadvent.org/summa (accessed April 10, 2008).

See Elizabeth A. Clark, ‘Theory and Practice in Late Ancient Asceticism: Jerome, Chrysostom, and 
Augustine’, Journal o f  Feminist Studies in Religion 5 (1989): 2 5 ^ 6 .
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obedience and humility suggests why he may have found unilateral fidelity more 

amenable than bilateral friendship.

Friendship with women, albeit chaste, invited misconstruction. Spiritual marriage 

remained a lay model of propriety: it was not for the use o f those in holy orders. 

Bishops persistently rebuked their brothers for irregular association with women, 

particularly for cohabiting with virgines subintroductae -  ‘call-in girls’ in Peter 

Brown’s seductive translation.”̂  ̂These women were not prostitutes; they shared the 

brethren’s spiritual motives as well as their living space. But the discovery o f ‘found- 

ons’ on clerical or monastic premises, however impeccable their conduct, 

compromised the brother-keepers. An epistle on virginity attributed to Clement o f 

Rome cautions them:

with maidens we do not dwell, nor have we anything in common with them; 
with maidens we do not eat, nor drink; and, where a maiden sleeps, we do not 
sleep; neither do women wash our feet, nor anoint us; and on no account do we 
sleep where a maiden sleeps who is unmamed or has taken the vow: even 
though she be in some other place if  she be alone, we do not pass the night 
there.'̂ '*

Prudence disguised a phobia o f pollution; the fear, even o f Christian women, was 

contagious:

[with Christians] we pray, and salute one another, the men the men. But the 
women and the maidens will wrap their hands in their garments; and we also, 
with circumspection and with all purity, our eyes looking upwards, shall wrap 
our right hand in our garments; and then they will come and give us the 
salutation on our right hand wrapped in our garments.'^^

Where Pseudo-Clement actively discourages the occasion for extramarital friendship, 

Jerome denies the possibility even o f intramarital friendship. As an unmarried Father, 

with no personal experience o f matrimony, he defers to Theophrastus, author o f ‘a

Peter Brown, The B ody and Society, 267.
Two E pistles C oncerning Virginity attributed  to Clement o f  Rom e, 2 .1 , ANF, vol. 8 (n.d.; reprint 

Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1995), 61; / ’G 1:4 17/418.
Two E pistles C oncerning Virginity, 2.2, 61; PG  1:421.422.
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book On Marriage, worth its weight in gold’, who enumerates the compelhng reasons 

why ‘a wise man must not take a wife’.'*̂  The recitation of molestiae nuptiarum 

constitutes the classic Cynic argument against marriage, chiefly on the grounds of its 

incalculable expense and irreparable loss o f gentlemanly otiiim. The ‘golden book’ no 

longer exists, if  indeed it ever did, but the misogamous argument might as easily have 

been taken from Juvenal’s sixth satire or even Plautus’ domestic comedy, the Pot o f  

Gold. Misogamy, Wilson and Makowski emphasise, should not be confused with 

misogyny: although the two often consort, they do not cohabit. The two critics query 

the intrusion of philosophic misogamy into an ascetic argument: why cite 

Theophrastus instead of Tertullian?"*^ It may be because the misogamous Jerome, 

cherishing his reputation, resisted the fellowship o f an unrepentant misogynist. 

Anyone who could publish.

You are the devil’s gateway {diaboli janua): you are the unsealer o f that tree 
{arboris illius resignatrix): you are the first deserter of the divine law: you are 
she who persuaded him whom the devil was not valiant enough to attack. You 
destroyed so easily God’s image, man. On account of your desert -  that is, 
death -  even the Son o f God had to die.

and not be damned was either a lunatic or a heretic, as Jerome elsewhere implied. 

Better the Devil you do not know! Jerome was in any case bedevilled by plagiarism. 

Neil Adkin’s recent monograph on Letter 22 is devoted to the demolition of Jerome’s 

reputation for original scholarship,^® while Philippe Delhaye more charitably refers to

Jerome, A dversu s Jovinianum  1.47, 383; PL  23:276.
W ilson and M akowski, W ykked Wyves, 51.
Tertullian, D e cultu fem inarum {On the A pparel o f  Women) 1.1, ANF, vol. 4 (1885; reprint, 

Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1994), 14; PL  1:1305.
‘O f Tertullian I say no more than that he did not belong to the Church.’ Jerome, A dversu s H elvidium  

19, 343; PL  23:201. Jerome does, how ever, quote from Tertullian w hen it is expedient to do so, as in 
Letter 22.

N eil Adkin, Jerom e on Virginity: A C om m entary on the Libellus de Virginitate Servanda {Letter 22) 
(Cambridge: Francis Cairns, 2003), passim.
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Jerom e’s habitual name-dropping: the bigger the name the more explosive the effect.^' 

But the proverbial rara avis, the agreeable wife, needs no acknowledgement; she is 

Jerom e’s late concession to connubiality. “ We shall meet her again.

Jerom e’s deprecation o f domestic life is scripturally informed; Mary Malone, for 

instance, finds no evidence in the Gospels of Christ’s unqualified praise o f the 

family.^^ It is portrayed on occasions as dysfunctional (Luke 12:52-53), elsewhere as 

an impediment to eternal life (Matt. 19:29). Christ rejects his own parents in favour o f 

his disciples (Mark 3:33-35), and imposes disaffiliation as the price o f  admission to 

Christian fellowship; si quis venit ad me et non odit patrem suum et matrem ct uxorem 

et filios et fratres et sorores adhuc autem et animam suam non potest esse meus 

discipulus (Luke 14:26). ‘If any man come to me, and hate not his father, and mother, 

and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea and his own life also, he cannot 

be my disciple.’ Broken homes do not belong in Clement o f Alexandria’s vision o f a 

Christian society. This categorical imperative won'ies the dedicated marriage 

counsellor who is hard pressed to account for such ‘dark and suggestive utterances’.̂ "̂  

The Lord who bade us love our enemy could surely not have intended any lesser 

affection for our nearest and dearest.^^ With admirable ingenuity he brings Christ 

home; ubi enim sunt duo vel tres congregati in nomine meo ibi sum in medio eonim  

(Matt. 18:20), ‘For where there are two or three gathered together in my name, there

‘D e fait, saint Jerome en appelle ici a I’autorite d ’Aristote, de Plutarque et de Seneque; leurs ouvrages 
sur le mariage, ecrit-il, ont ete la source de ces chapitres. 11 va sans dire que cette affirmation n ’a ete 
repue par les philologues qu’avec un certain scepticisme; ceux-ci le savent assez, c ’est un procede 
habitue! chez saint Jerome de se referer avec complaisance a quelques grands nom s et de s ’abstenir 
soigneusem ent de mentionner les auteurs m oins connus dont il s ’inspire directem ent.’ Philippe 
Delhaye, ‘Le D ossier Anti-Matrimonial de VAdversus Jovinianum  et Son Influence sur Q uelques Ecrits 
Latins du X lT  S iecle', M ediaeval Studies 13 (1951): 68.

Jerome, A dversus Jovinianurti 1.47, 383; PL  23:278; Adversus H elvidium  22, 345; PL  23:204.
Mary T. M alone, Women and Christianity, vol. 1, The First Thousand Years (Dublin; Columba Press, 

2000), 96.
The Rich M an's Salvation  5, in Clem ent o f  Alexandria, trans. G. W. Butterworth, Loeb Classical 

Library (London: W illiam  Heinemann, 1919), 283.
The Rich M an's Salvation  22, 317.
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am I in the midst o f them ’ -  the focus o f  the nuclear family.^^ I'he apostles, however, 

took Christ at his word and deserted kith and kin. Peter’s wife was no obstacle to his 

mission but, according to Jerome, his preferment was awarded on the ground o f 

seniority not merit.^^ The celibate John supplanted him in Christ’s affection; he was 

moreover twice blessed, being an evangelist as well as an apostle. The three less gifted 

evangelists, mindful perhaps o f  Christ’s refusal to condone the repudiation o f lawful 

wives, vacillated on the counter-command to walk out on wife and family. In Luke 

18:29, the disciples are required to leave home, parents, brothers, wife and children, 

whereas Mark 10:29 curiously omits the uxor from the relinquenda. The Greek text o f 

Matthew 19:29 agrees with Mark but the Vulgate version significantly orders the relict 

back home,^** a rare instance, perhaps, o f si fidelis discedit discedat. From Paul’s 

apostrophe to hxs, germane conpar, in Philippians 4:3, Clement infers an apostolic 

grass widow, hitherto unknown to history and perhaps even to her husband, surmising 

that the apostle left his ‘yokefellow’ at home so as not to interfere with his ministry.^*^ 

And in a case not so much o f  mistaken as recovered identity, the traditionally celibate 

John is revealed as the jilting bridegroom summoned by Christ from his wedding at 

Cana.'’̂  Nuptial disruption is a common topos in the apocryphal Acts. Thomas 

redeems his dubious reputation by convincing impressionable wives o f  the certainty o f 

salvation through chastity.^' There is some justice in Robin Lane Fox’s verdict: ‘O f all 

possible guests at a society wedding, an apocryphal Apostle was the worst.

Clement o f  Alexandria, Stromateis 3.10.68, 298; PG  8:1169/1170.
Jerome, Adversus Jovinianum 1.26, 366; PL  23:246.
I can confirm Christopher Brooke’s report o f  these discrepancies. M edieval Idea, 4 4 ^ 5 .
Clement o f  Alexandria, Stromateis 3.6.53, 289; PG  8:1157/1158. But see below, n. 78.
David G. Hunter traces the story to the apocryphal Acts o f  John, ‘qui virgo electus a deo est, quem de 

nuptiis volentem nubere vocavit deus’. ‘Resistance to the Virginal Ideal in Late-Fourth-Century Rome: 
The Case o f  Jovinian’, Theological Studies 48 (1987): 59.1 have been unable to locate the citation.

E.g. the wedding feast and stories o f  Mygdonia and Tertia in Acta Thomae, in Acta Apostolorum  
Apocrypha, vol. II.2, ed. M. Bonnet (Hildesheim: George 01ms, 1990), paras, 116, 136. Translation by 
M. R. James, The Apocryphal New Testament, (Berkeley, Calif: Apocryphile Press, 2004).

Robin Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians (Harmondsworth: Viking, 1986), 357.
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A Christian Father was most unlikely to disgrace a marriage with his presence.

Noting that Christ accepted only one wedding invitation, Jerome deduced that He

considered one marriage enough to last a lifetime.^^ For the saint, this excellent

sufficiency was more than enough; indeed it was too much o f a good thing.^”* He railed

against Jovinian’s modest proposal for parity of esteem for wives, widows and virgins.

Christianity, Jovinian believed, was not a meritocracy; baptism o f the faithful

rendered all equal in the sight o f God. Jerome’s three grades o f goodness have

inspired many unconscious imitations. In the inquiry into the nineteenth-century Tay

bridge disaster, the founders confirmed that they had supplied the ‘best iron’ specified

in the contract, but the investigators uncovered three grades o f  ‘best iron’: best, best-

best, and best-best-best.^^ Wives and bockety bridges had this in common: both fell

short o f perfection. Like Tertullian before him, Jerome deconstructs the usage o f

comparatives and superlatives: it is better to marry because it is worse to bum.

Alighting on the Pauline litotes bonim  est homini mulierem non tangere (1 Cor. 7:1)

in the Corinthian marriage text, he objects: ‘If it is good not to touch a woman, it is

bad to touch one: for there is no opposite to goodness but badness. But if  it be bad and

the evil is pardoned, the reason for the concession is to prevent worse evil.’ The

apostle prescribed marriage only as a cure for incontinence:

Do away with fornication, and he will not say ‘let each man have his own 
wife.’ Just as though one were to lay it down: ‘It is good to feed on wheaten 
bread and to eat the finest wheat flour,’ and yet to prevent a person pressed by 
hunger from devouring cow-dung, I may allow him to eat barley. Does it 
follow that the wheat will not have its peculiar purity, because such an one 
prefers barley to excrement? That is naturally good which does not admit o f

Adversus Jovinianum 1.40, 379; PL 23:269.
In his apologia pro  doctrina sua, Jerome asserts his orthodoxy by reminding Pammachius that 'the 

church does not condemn marriage, but only subordinates it. It does not reject it altogether, but 
regulates it, knowing... that “in a great house there are not only vessels o f  gold and o f  silver, but also o f  
wood and o f  earth; and some to honor, and some to dishonor”.’ Letter 48.2, NPNF, 2d series, vol. 6, 67. 
PL 22:494. The dishonourable, presumably, are the combustible.

Charles McKean, Battle for the North: The Tay and Forth Bridges and the 19th-Century Railway 
Wars (London: Granta Books, 2006), 130.
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comparison with what is bad, and is not eclipsed because something else is 
preferred.^^

Jerom e’s confection o f barley bread and stercus bubulum -  ‘bullshit’ -  evokes the 

dismal fate o f  the Israelites, reduced by divine displeasure to coprophagy (Ezek. 4 :12 - 

15). But such flagrant befouling o f  marriage dismayed the Doctor’s supporters, who 

clearly considered his tactics counter-productive. Fearing a scandal, Pammachius tried 

to pre-empt publication o f the anti-Jovinian tract, but in his letter o f vindication to his 

friend, Jerome refers all complaints to Ambrose, enlisting Paul and Matthew to his 

defence.^^ It is another instance o f  Delhaye’s displacement activities: the pyrotechnics 

are Tertullian’s; the panis hordeaceus belongs to the best beloved John (6:9).

The extravagance o f Jerom e’s animadversions on Christian egalitarianism is best 

understood in the context o f  a remark made by Augustine in his Retractationes. He 

records that Jovinian had induced consecrated virgins to renounce their vows by

alluding to the holy trinity o f  matriarchs, and demanding: ‘Are you better than Sarah,

68better than Susanna or A nna?’ Jerome countered with the scriptural prophecy: ecce 

virgo concipiet et pariet filium  (Isa. 7:14), ‘behold a virgin shall conceive and bear a 

son,’ adding: ‘If virginity be not preferred to marriage, why did not the Holy Spirit 

choose a married woman, or a w idow ?’^̂  Anna, he observes, was passed over for the 

privilege. Evidently it was her vidual status rather than her age -  according to Luke 

2:37, she was an octogenarian -  that disqualified her candidacy. A chaste wife like 

Susanna, despite being highly commended by Augustine, was not even a contender.

Jerome, Adversus Jovinianum 1.7, 350; PL 23:219.
Jerome, Letter 48.14, NPNF, 2d series, vol. 6, 74; PL  22:504. He adds injury to insult with his 

concession that widows may remarry: ‘it is preferable that she should prostitute herself to one than to 
many’. Letter 48.8; PL 22:499. Ambrose used the uncontaminated ‘barley bread’ analogy in allusion to 
the miraculous feeding o f  the five thousand. D e Viduis 13.79, NPNF, 2d series, vol. 10 (n.d.; reprint, 
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1997), 405; PL 16:259.

Cited in Hunter, ‘Resistance’, 49.
Jerome, Adversus Jovinianum 1.32, 370; PL 23:255.

™ Augustine, D e sancta virginitate 20, NPNF, 1st series, vol. 3, 422-23; PL 40:405. The indictment 
and vindication o f  Susanna on a charge o f  adultery is recounted in Daniel 13 (Vulgate and DR) and the
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The chaste, agreeable wife, that rara avis, is nonetheless accorded an honourable 

mention by Jerome. Despite his abjuration of pagan authors, Jerome never entirely 

succeeded in evicting the classics o f Greek and Roman literature from either his 

memory or his desert cell; it seems that each was unusually capacious.^' His search for 

paragons o f virtue allowed him to sublimate his youthful indulgence. The purpose o f 

his catalogue is ostensibly to show that even among the ancients virginity was prized 

above chastity, but the confusion o f categories subverts his best intentions. Among the 

stellar signs and wonders, parthenogenesis and other prodigies o f pagan antiquity, the 

roll call o f the great and the good invokes rape victims, joint and several suicides, and 

a couple o f homicides celebrated for their constancy. In Jerom e’s expurgated copy, a 

w ife’s chastity is worth a king’s ransom: his life, in the case o f  Candaules, her own, in 

the case o f Lucretia.^^ Motivated by the desire to rescue Jerome’s reputation from 

‘ahistorical “patriarchies” [that] are the bane of women’s history’, John Oppel 

contrasts Jerome’s and Augustine’s treatment o f the rape o f Lucretia, concluding that 

‘Jerome admires women who behave like men’, particularly those who shared the 

patrician values and political virtues of their husbands in the late republic. In other 

words, the exegete’s admiration is reserved for female friends and Roman citizens.

Apocryphal History o f  Susanna (AV). In a classic example o f  blaming the victim  for the crime, 
Athanasius questions her chastity, holding her imprudence responsible for ‘caus[ing] the two elders to 
fair. Second L etter to  Virgins 17, Brakke, 298.

Jerome’s reputation for desert asceticism  is somewhat comprom ised by  his adm ission that his library 
accom panied him to his cave. See Letter 22.30, and J. N. D. K elly, Jerom e: H is Life, Writings, and  
C ontroversies (London: Duckworth, 1975), 48.

The story o f  King Candaules, alias  M yrsilus, who was so enamoured o f  his w ife ’s beauty that he 
invited his friend to admire her naked form, comes from Herodotus, The H istories, trans. Aubrey de 
Selincourt, rev. ed. (London: Penguin Books, 1996), 1.8-13. What Jerome om its to mention is that the 
w ife marries the peeping Tom she blackmailed into killing her husband, and thus makes him king. 
Glenda M cLeod, who also abbreviates the story, argues that ignorance o f  the source is no excuse: 
Jerome was conscious o f  his manipulations. Virtue and Venom: C ata logs o f  Women from  A ntiquity to 
the R enaissance  (Ann Arbor: University o f  Michigan Press. 1991), 4 2 -4 3 .

John Oppel, ‘Saint Jerome and the History o f  S ex’, Viator 24 (1993): 2 , 10.
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The honorary man is no stranger to ‘ahistorical “patriarchies’” .̂ '̂  A virtuous Roman 

would reftjse enslavement, preferring death to dishonour. Even the honourable Brutus, 

it seems, ‘learned from a woman the impossibility of being a slave’.L u c re t ia ’s 

suicide was exemplary in so far as she rejected the bondage o f sex, even if sceptics 

might consider a post factum  refusal a signally empty gesture o f defiance. Jerome 

applauds female devotion to chastity but does not credit Lucretia with the classically 

gendered virtue of courage or manliness (virtus, avSpeia: etymologically masculine, 

grammatically feminine). Augustine’s response is censorious: her suicide

was due to the weakness o f shame, not to the high value she set on chastity. ... 
[A]nd as a Roman woman, excessively eager for honour, she was afraid that 
she should be thought, if she lived, to have willingly endured what, when she 
lived, she had violently suffered.

There is precious little comfort for the rape victim in either counsel: blameless suicide 

or shameless survival. They are two sides o f the same late republican coin; she must 

render to Caesar that which is Caesar’s.

Jerome’s catalogue includes a solitary mother o f infants, suggesting that a chaste 

mother is either an oxymoron or rarissima avis. There is always a presumption of 

fertility. Barrenness, the bane o f the historical patriarchies of the Old Testament, is a 

blessing o f the New: Vae autem praegnatibus et nutrientibiis in illis diebus Erit enim 

pressura magna supra terram et irapopulo huic (Luke 21:23). ‘But woe to them that 

are with child, and give suck in those days; for there shall be great distress in the land, 

and wrath upon this people.’ Children are a hindrance in this life and the next:

The classic statement o f  honorary maleness is Jerome’s assertion that the virgin who ‘ceases to be a 
woman and will be called man’. Cited in Joyce E. Salisbury, Church Fathers, Independent Virgins 
(London: Verso, 1991), 26.

Jerome, Adversus Jovinianum  1.49, 386; PL 23:282.
Augustine, City o f  God  1.19; PL 41:34-35. It should be mentioned, as Oppel does not, that Augustine 

opposed suicide in all circumstances. City o f  God  1.20ff In the case o f  a rape victim, as in the ongoing 
anti-abortion argument, two wrongs do not make a right.
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We are so sure o f  our own salvation that we have time for children! We must 
hunt up burdens for ourselves with which, for the most part, even pagans refuse 
to be encumbered -  burdens which are forced upon people by law, but o f 
which they rid themselves by resorting to murder o f  their own flesh and blood; 
burdens, in fine, which are especially troublesome to us because they constitute 
a danger to the faith. Why did our Lord prophesy. Woe to them that are with 
child and that give suck, if He did not mean that on the day o f our great exodus 
children will be a handicap to those who bear them? This is what comes o f 
marriage. There will be no problem here for widows, however. At the first 
sound o f the angel’s trumpet they will leap forth lightly, easily able to endure 
any distress (pressura) or persecution, with none o f  the heaving baggage o f 
marriage in their wombs or at their breasts.

The best contraceptive advice is, o f course, not to marry. Clement o f Alexandria takes 

his family planning strategy, if not his marriage counsel, more cordially from Paul: 

‘But if  a man wishes to be unencumbered, and prefers to avoid producing children 

because o f the time it takes up, then, says the Apostle, “he had better stay unmarried 

like me’” .̂ *̂ This is a classic restatement o f the Stoic’s celibacy, a preference that may 

be overruled by ‘present necessity’. Paul is noticeably silent on the subject o f 

childcare, having neither commandment nor counsel for the Corinthians.^*^ In the 

apocryphal Acts o f Thomas, Jesus suffers neither reticence nor little children:

If you abandon this filthy intercourse you become holy temples, pure and free 
from afflictions and pains both manifest and hidden, and you will not be girt 
about with cares for life and for children, the end o f which is destruction. But if 
you get many children, then for their sakes you become robbers and avaricious, 
(people who) flay orphans and defraud widows, and by doing so you subject 
yourselves to the most grievous punishments. For the majority o f children 
become unprofitable, possessed by demons, some openly and some in secret; 
for they become either lunatic or half-withered (consumptive) or crippled or 
deaf or dumb or paralytic or stupid. Even if  they are healthy, again will they be 
unserviceable, performing useless and abominable deeds; for they are caught 
either in adultery or in murder or in theft or in unchastity, and by all these you 
will be afflicted. (1:12)

T e r t u l l ia n , i t t 'o /e w  1.5, Treatises, 17; FZ, 1:1282.
Clement o f  Alexandria, Strom ateis 3 .10.68, 298; PG  8:1169/1170. 1 Cor. 7:8 explicitly  negates the 

inferred ‘yok efellow ’. See above, n. 59.
W ill Dem ing, P aul on M arriage and Celibacy: The H ellenistic B ackground o f  I C orinthians 7 

(Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity Press, 1995), 216.
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This aural contraceptive worked like a charm; the impressionable young people 

immediately abstained from filthy intercourse. ‘Such an outburst,’ Stevan Davies 

speculates, ‘could be appreciated only by a deeply alienated community.’*** I would 

say traumatised.

Jerom e’s argument against reproduction takes up Tertullian’s ‘heaving baggage o f 

m am age’ rather than apocryphal paedophobia. W here Pseudo-Thomas envisaged 

slow learners, juvenile delinquents and adult recidivists, Jerome’s progeny never leave 

the nursery. His fixation on infantile incontinence is almost anally retentive; his vision 

o f motherhood intensely material, full o f mewling and puking, and soiled and fetid 

nappies. It is joyless and thankless, nasty, brutish and deservedly short. His reply to 

the widow Furia, who pondered the wisdom o f remarriage, exudes revulsion:

The trials o f marriage you have learned in the married state: you have been 
surfeited to nausea as though with the flesh o f quails. Your mouth has tasted 
the bitterest o f gall, you have voided the sour unwholesome food, you have 
relieved a heaving stomach. Why would you put into it again something which 
has already proved harmful to you? ‘The dog is turned to his own vomit again 
and the sow that was washed to her wallowing in the mire.’ [2 Pet. 2:22] Even 
brute beasts and roving birds do not fall into the same snares or nets twice. Are 
you afraid that the line o f  Camillus will cease to exist and that your father will 
not have a brat o f yours to crawl upon his breast and soil his neck with 
nastiness?^'

Jerom e’s earlier profile o f  the harassed housewife and mother seems positively 

homely in comparison: ‘Then come the prattling o f  infants, the noisy household, 

children watching for her word and waiting for her kiss, the reckoning up o f expenses, 

the preparation to meet the outlay.’^̂  Jo Ann McNamara speculates that he is speaking 

vicariously; she detects above the domestic distractions the still small voice o f a

Stevan L. D avies, The R evolt o f  the Widows: The S ocia l W orld o f  the A pocryph a l A cts  (Carbondale, 
111.: Southern Illinois University Press, 1980), 33. The translation is by Davies.

Jerome, Letter 54.4; PL  22:551.
Jerome, A dversus H elvidium  1.22, 345; PL  23:204.
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woman demanding attention.**^ It is hard to imagine any o f  his matronae authorising 

his dyspeptic letter to Furia.

Every aspect o f the human reproduction offended him, especially the sight o f a

84heavily pregnant woman. Jovinian had cited chapter and verse on the redemptive 

potential o f parturition: et Adam non est seductus mulier autem seducta in 

praevaricatione fuit /  salvabitur autem per filio n m  generationem si permanserint in 

fid e  et dilectione et sanctificatione cum sobrietate (1 Tim. 2:14-15). ‘And Adam was 

not seduced; but the woman being seduced, was in the transgression / Yet she shall be 

saved through childbearing; if she {sic) continue in faith, and love, and sanctification, 

with sobriety.’ Jerome exploits the significance of the conditional clause:**^

For if  the woman is saved in child-bearing, and the more the children the 
greater the safety o f the mothers, why did he add ‘if  they continue in faith and 
love and sanctification with chastity’? The woman will then be saved, if  she 
bear not children who will remain virgins: if what she has herself lost, she 
attains in her children, and makes up for the loss and decay o f the root by the 
excellence o f the flower and fruit.

The only saving grace for the gravida is the generation o f virgins.

Exegetes in either camp sought God on their side o f the marital dispute, and each 

found him in the Pauline epistles. Unmindful of the missionary ambivalence, a 

modem theologian maintains that ‘marriage has never been exalted any higher in

0 7

Christian literature than it has been in the Pauline corpus’. Paul’s description o f his

McNamara, ‘M uffled V o ices’, 12.
Jerome, Letter 107.11; PL  22:876, In this same letter to Laeta he writes with surprising com passion  

on the subject o f  a girl’s education. M inds are more corrigible than bodies.
The DR-translator’s Freudian slip suggests his Jovinian sympathies. The A V  reads ‘they continue’; 

the Greek text g ives the third person plural verb ftcivwaiv. The subject o f  the verb is queried in Stanley 
E. Porter, ‘What D oes it Mean to be “Saved by Childbirth” (1 Tim othy 2:15)?’ in N ew  Testam ent Text 
an d  Language: A Sheffield R eader, ed. Stanley E. Porter and Craig A. Evans (Sheffield: A cadem ic 
Press, 1997), 160-75 . His preferred reading is the grammatically singular but generically plural 
‘w om an’, signifying womankind. See Porter, 171.

Jerome, A dversus Jov in ia m m  1.27, 367; PL  22:249.
Ladislas Orsy, M arriage in Canon Law: Texts and Comments, R eflections an d  Q uestions (Dublin: 

Dom inican Publications, 1988), 18.
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modus operandi as becoming ‘all things to all men’ (1 Cor. 9:22) has often been used

in evidence against him: either he lacked the courage of his convictions or he was

88engaging in apostolic crowd-pleasing. The ‘present necessity’ offered an expedient 

escape clause. Not only did Paul not speak with one voice, but there was more than 

one Paul speaking. There is a difference in style and content between the pastoral 

letters penned by the apostle and those now assigned to unknown hands, the so-called

89deutero-Pauline epistles. The radical statements o f asceticism are invariably located 

in the authentic letters; the esteem of family life in the pseudonymous epistles. In his 

own words Paul equivocates on marriage and remarriage; in the deutero-Pauline 

confections the apostle becomes the ‘patron saint of domestic life’.̂ '* Elaine Pagels 

comments on Clement of Alexandria’s frequent recourse to Timothy, where the 

domesticated Paul admirably serves his purpose. Jovinian evidently followed suit in 

the discretionary use of epistolary sources. Jerome counters with twice as many 

citations from the rigorous preacher to the Corinthians as from Timothy’s familiar 

apostle.^' Paul, Jerome conceded, ‘was forced to choose many things which he did not

9?like’. “ He was also forced by his epigones to say some things he did not choose.

In his letter to the Corinthians Paul punctiliously indicated when he was 

evangelizing and when he was extemporizing: de virginibus autem praeceptum 

Domini non habeo consilium autem do tamquam misericordiam consecutus a Domino

** Henry Chadwick exonerates Paul by pointing out that Christian apology demands a different 
technique from Christian defence. The ‘oscillating’ character o f  his argument on marriage is evidence 
o f  his mastery o f  ‘apostolic opportunism’ -  used in its non-pejorative sense. ‘All Things to All M en’, 
New Testament Studies 1 (1954-55): 264ff.

The agreed authentic Pauline letters are: Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 
Thessalonians, Philemon. The deutero-Paulines are: 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, Hebrews. 2 Thessalonians 
and Colossians are disputed; Ephesians strongly suspected o f  inauthenticity. Michael Goulder, ‘The 
Pauline Epistles’, in The Literary Guide to the Bible, ed. Robert Alter and Frank Kermode (London: 
Fontana Press, 1997), 479-502.
*  Pagels, Adam, Eve, and the Serpent, 26.

There are c.30 citations from 1 & 2 Cor. in Adversus Jovinianum  1 against 13 for 1 & 2 Tim., 7 each 
for Rom. and Eph., and 5 for Gal. In Letter 48, he refers Pammachius to the Pauline epistles to the 
Romans, Galatians and Ephesians, in vindication o f  his stand, without mentioning his major sources. 
Another example o f  Delhaye’s displacement thesis.

Jerome, Adversus Jovinianum  1.15, 359; PL 23:234.
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ut sim fidelis (1 Cor. 7:25). ‘Now concerning virgins, I have no commandment o f the 

Lord; but 1 give counsel, as having obtained mercy o f the Lord, to be faithful 

Paul’s counsel becomes Jerome’s commandment; Jerome insists that he speaks with 

apostolic authority and not from experience, having long since lost his own virginity. 

Virginity is all the more valuable for being a rare and endangered ‘plant from heaven, 

introduced late’,*̂”* one that we are assured does not endanger the species, and which 

thrives on the challenge to its existence. John Chrysostom (3 4 7 ^ 0 7 ) delivers the 

majority verdict that virginity must be a free and deliberate choice to reject marriage.'^^ 

A widow who refrains from remarriage makes a virtue o f necessity, as Jerome 

reminded Furia, but a true virgin makes a necessity o f virtue. There was no support 

for, or imitation of, Origen’s literal interpretation o f Matt. 19:12: et sunt ewmchi qui se 

ipsos castravenmt propter regnum caelornm qui potest capere capiat, ‘and there are 

eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the kingdom o f heaven. He that can 

take it, let him take it.’ The virtue o f virginity is its strength; to remove the occasion 

for vice is an admission o f weakness. Though the renunciation o f sex may define 

virginity, Peter Brown cautions against superimposing on patristic writings our own 

‘post-Puritan’ principles: ‘it is easy to read an early Christian treatise on virginity as if 

it were simply an attack on the joys o f sex’.'̂ '’ Abstinence covers a multitude o f 

pleasures o f  the flesh, not all o f them erotic. But dedicated celibacy demanded even

I have faithfully transcribed the DR  translation with its aberrant punctuation that alters the meaning 
o f  the counsel. The A V  renders the passage: ‘N ow  concerning virgins I have no comm andment o f  the 
Lord: yet 1 g ive  my judgm ent, as one that hath obtained mercy o f  the Lord to be faithful.’

The metaphor com es from M ethodius, Symposium  1.2 {Banquet o f  the Ten Virgins), ANF, vol. 6 
(1 8 8 6 ;  reprint, Edinburgh: T, & T. Clark, i9 9 3 ) ,  31 1; P G  18:39/40.

‘Tu n ’es pas mariee? Ce n ’est pas suffisant pour etre vierge. Pour ma part, j ’appelle vierge celle qui, 
ayant toute liberte de se marier, s ’y est refusee. Or, si tu fais du mariage une chose interdite, la belle 
action n ’est plus un choix de ta part, mais I’obeissance forcee a la lo i,’ John Chrysostom , La Virginite, 
text and critical introduction by Herbert Musurillo, general introduction, translation and notes by  
Bernard Grillet, SC 125 (Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1966). 117.

Peter Brown. ‘The N otions o f  Virginity in the Early Church’, in Christian Spirituality: O rigins to the 
Twelfth C entuiy, ed. Bernard McGinn and John M eyendorff in collaboration with Jean Leclercq  
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1986), 428. The patristic writers m ay unwittingly have 
contributed to this perception by the standard topos in the lives o f  the Desert Fathers: the lurid sexual 
fantasy, for which Athanasius’ Life o f  Antony  set the precedent.
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greater vigilance, as Augustine acknowledged, since a fast must periodically be 

b ro k en .C o n tin e n ce  was a lifelong exercise, not a session o f  spiritual callisthenics.

Despite Jerom e’s best endeavour to prove how highly the ancients had valued

virginity,*^** the Christian Fathers showed scant respect for its pagan practice. Ambrose

derided the fixed term contracts o f the Vestal Virgins: ‘What sort o f religion is that in

which modest maidens are bidden to be immodest old wom en?’*̂'̂  Athanasius denied

even the possibility o f virginity among the Greeks, since it was incompatible with

their veneration o f Aphrodite, ‘whose origin came from prostitution’. B o d i l y

integrity, it was agreed, constitutes a necessary but insufficient condition o f  virginity;

only those who are pure in mind and spirit as well as body merit the description. Even

among Christians virginity remains precarious: it ‘can be lost even by a thought’.''*'

Every treatise recalls the parable o f the ten virgins, the foolish five o f whom were

barred by the bridegroom for their lack o f  foresight in filling their lamps (Matt. 25).

The price o f virginity is eternal vigilance and the prudent provision o f oil. Though the

oil need not be refined, the true virgin must remain forever pure and unadulterated.

Virginity represents the devotion o f a lifetime, and in this sense we may agree that

102‘the only true virgin is a dead virgin’.

In the thirty years since John Bugge reclaimed virgin terrain with his seminal 

study, the field has become crowded with surveyors. Reacfion to his monograph

Augustine, Confessions 10.31; PL  32:797. Gregory o f  Nazianzen sublimated his insatiable desire for 
food into a series o f  sixteen extraordinary dialogues between the author and his rebellious stomach. 
Herbert Musurillo, ‘The Problem o f  Ascetical Fasting in the Greek Patristic Writers’, Traditio 12 
(1956): 25.

Pliny reports that Vestal virgins were reputed to be able to ‘root to the spot’ runaway slaves; he also 
recites the remarkable feat o f  Tuccia, who proved her chastity by carrying water in a sieve. Natural 
History, Loeb Classical Library, vol. 8, trans. W. H. S. Jones (London: William Heinemann, 1963), 
Book 28, iii, 12-13. A modem sceptic suggests that the virgin must first have waxed the sieve. 
Robertson Davies, The Rebel Angels (London: Penguin Books, 1983), 52.
’’Ambrose, D e virginibus 1.4.15, NPNF, 2d series, vol. 10 (n.d; reprint, Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 
1997), 365-66; f-L 16:193.

Athanasius, First Letter to Virgins 5. Brakke, 275.
Jerome, Letter 22.5; PL 22:397.
R. Howard Bloch. M edieval M isogyny and the Invention o f  Western Romantic Love (Chicago and 

London: University o f  Chicago Press, 1991), 108.
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Virginitas has divided largely by gender, earning significantly more plaudits from 

women. His work was received coolly but courteously by Jean Leclercq, who 

questioned his feminisation o f virginity, and rather less respectfully by Joseph Wittig, 

who shared Leclercq’s objection inter alia to the author’s conflation o f virginity and 

chastity.'®^ The criticism on both counts is unfair rather than unfounded. In the first 

instance, gendered virginity is not a terrestrial transplant introduced lately by Bugge; 

in the latter, among the patristic writers the use of the terms virginitas, castitas and 

continentia is notoriously unstable. The translator’s  life is not a happy one; castitas 

and continentia are used interchangeably, sometimes substituted by the specifically 

feminine pudicitia, while the duo virginitas and castitas are regularly represented in 

carne una. In principle, while a virgin must be chaste, the chaste need not be virginal; 

in practice the two are difficult to disentangle. The confusion o f categories derives 

from the Latin Fathers who ignored the distinctions they had so meticulously drawn 

between bodily and spiritual integrity. The Greek tenn napOevia encompasses both 

virginity and chastity, and operates independently o f doKrjait;. As Chrysostom’s 

French translator attests, i e  terme A'asckc  designe les hommes, celui de vierge les 

femmes’.'**'̂  Male virginity may well have been the preoccupation o f twelfth-century 

romance, as Leclercq maintains, but the Fathers of the fourth and fifth centuries were 

exercised far more by the problem o f female virginity.

‘One is not bom, but rather becomes, a woman,’ Simone de Beauvoir memorably 

a s s e r t e d . T h e  same could be said o f virginity. Children are, in the restricted 

meaning o f bodily integrity, virginal, but they are not virgins: they have not reached 

the age o f meaningfiil consent. A virgin becomes a virgin, we might say, when non-

Jean Leclercq, R eview  o f  Virginitas: The H istory o f  a M edieval Ideal, by John B ugge, M edium  
Aevum  46 (1977); 129-31; Joseph S. Wittig, Review o f  idem. Speculum 52  (1977); 9 3 8 -41 .

Bernard Grillet. introduction to Jean Chrysostonie, La Virginite, 13n.
Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex. trans. H. M. Parshley (London; N ew  English Library, 1960), 

opening sentence.
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virginity is a viable option. But for Tertullian, that is precisely when a virgin ceases to 

be a virgin, ‘when it becomes possible for her (sic) not to be one’.'*̂ '’ Tertullian’s 

inversion becomes intelligible when we realise that, to his mind, a virgin is a virgin is 

a woman, and femininity is a permanent affliction. Like de Beauvoir, Tertullian 

subscribes to a second sex, not to a third. Pseudo-Cyprian disagreed: ‘Virginity,’ he 

wrote, ‘is neither sex. Virginity is the continuance o f  infancy.’ The trouble with 

infantilising virginity is that it dispenses with the age o f consent and renders the vow 

meaningless. Basil o f Caesarea, ruled:

the name virgin is given to a woman (sic) who voluntarily devotes herself to
the Lord, renounces marriage, and embraces a life o f holiness. And we admit
professions dating from the age o f full intelligence. For it is not right in such

1 0 8cases to admit the words o f mere children.

The case in question was that o f  a delinquent virgin who claimed she had been 

wrongfully committed to institutional care. The Bishop’s proposal o f ‘sixteen or 

seventeen’ as the minimum age o f entry was significantly stricter than the legal age o f 

marriage throughout the Middle Ages.’̂ ^

When is a virgin not a virgin? Despite its aura o f sanctity, virginity could be 

confirmed only by physical means. Cyprian recommended an internal examination o f 

female suspects; Augustine advised against the procedure on the grounds o f  accidental 

damage to the hymen, and Ambrose, more insistently, because the test o f technical 

virginity violated c h a s t i t y . T h e  difficulty o f determining whether a maiden was 

virgo intacta was not merely physical. The simple virgin/non-virgin disjunction

Tertullian, D e velandis virginihus {On the Veiling o f  Virgins) 1 \ ,AN F, vol. 4, 34; PL 2:904.
Ps-Cyprian, On the Discipline and Advantage o f  Chastity 7, ANF, vol. 5 (1886; reprint, Edinburgh: 

T. & T. Clark, 1995), 589; De disciplina et bonopudicitiae PL 4:823.
Letter 199.18, to Amphilochius. Basil o f  Caesarea, NPNF, 2d series, vol. 8 (1894; reprint,

Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1996), 237; PG  32:719/720.
I.e. 12 for a girl, 14 for a boy. See Chapter 2.
Augustine, City o f  God 1.18; PZ, 41:31-32. Ambrose cited by Salisbury, Church Fathers, 30.
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fractures on further examination, reveahng a third possibility, that o f being almost a 

virgin. ‘God can do all things,’ Jerome admonished Eustochium, ‘but he cannot raise a 

virgin after she has fallen.’ ' ' '  But God evidently reserved his supernatural power to 

raise Eustochium’s widowed sister Blaesilla following her untimely death allegedly 

induced by Jerome’s austere regime of repentance. In exceptional circumstances, it 

seems, virginity, can be reconstructed; in his letter o f condolence to her mother, the 

doctor apostrophises the deceased:

Be at peace, dear Blaesilla, in full assurance that your garments are always
white. For yours is the purity o f an everlasting virginity. I feel confident that
my words are true: conversion can never be too late. The words to the dying
robber are a pledge o f this: ‘Verily I say unto thee that this day thou shalt be

112with me in paradise’ [Luke 23:43].

Jerome implies that it is better not to have tried and failed than never to have tried at 

all. For a woman to break her vow to the l.ord is a far more heinous offence than not 

to take the vow in the first place: ‘Better had it been for her to have submitted to 

marriage with a man and to have walked on the plain, rather than to strain for the 

heights and fall into the depths o f hell.’

Blaesilla’s vidual status would in any case have admitted her to the second 

division o f beatae: the continent widows. Borrowing the imagery o f  the parable o f the 

sower from Matthew 13:3-9, Jerome compares virginity, widowhood and marriage 

respectively to the hundred-fold, sixty-fold and thirty-fold yield o f  the seed that fell on

Jerome, Letter 22.5; PL  22:397. B asil reassures a fallen male virgin o f  the contrary: ‘The tower o f  
strength has not fa llen ... the city o f  refuge is not shut', if  he resumes his m onastic life. Letter 45.
N PNF, 2d series, vol. 8, 148; P G  32:367/368.

Jerome, Letter 39.1, N PNF, 2d series, vol. 6, 49; PL 22:466.
Jerome, Letter 22.6; PL  22 :397-98 . Melania the Younger was another honorary virgin, forgiven her 

failure to convince her husband o f  the virtue o f  a chaste marriage: ‘Le jeune hom m e, encore attire par la 
gloire du monde, etait souvent prie par elle de garder la chastete corporelle, mais il n ’acquiesgait pas, 
disant qui’il voulait encore un enfant’. Not until after the birth and death o f  their two children was he 
persuaded to agree. Vie de Sainte M elanie, Greek text, introduction, translation and notes by D enys 
Gorce, SC 90 (Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1962), 133.
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good ground."'* The widow is rewarded above the wife in recognition of her particular 

distress, having lost both the crown of virginity and the meagre pleasures of 

matrimony. Loss adjustment is a favourite topic among the Fathers. Ambrose speaks 

on their behalf: ‘it is almost a mark o f no less virtue to abstain from marriage, which 

was once a delight, than to remain ignorant of the pleasures of wedlock’."^ Almost 

the gold medallist, but not quite; everyone agrees on the sterling quality of heroic 

continence, but the widow still wins only the silver. Virtue cannot compete with the 

grace of God. The wife, though she may be chaste as Susanna, comes last in the field, 

discounting all those who fell on stony ground. Jerome, who exults in numerological 

interpretations o f scripture, adduces further evidence of her poor performance. The 

wife finds fewer treasures on earth or in heaven because o f her coupling. According to 

Genesis:

while Scripture on the first, third, fourth, fifth and sixth days relates that, 
having finished the works o f each, ‘God saw that it was good,’ on the second 
day it omitted this altogether, leaving us to understand that two is not a good 
number because it destroys unity, and prefigures the marriage compact. Hence 
it was that all the animals which Noah took into the ark by pairs were unclean. 
Odd numbers denote cleanness."^

By the time Jerome composed his letter of vindication to Pammachius he had 

compiled a list of supplementary sources from Chrisfian and classical writers -  

fourteen in all -  an obtrusively even number, to which he added, as an afterthought, 

the authority o f Virgil: numero deus impure gaudet (Eclogue 8:75), ‘the god rejoices 

in an uneven number’."^ So, one might say, do adulterers.

The rewards of heaven were once distributed in various permutations among a 

different set o f contenders, as Augustine records:

Jerome, Adversus Jovinicinum 1.3, 347; / ’L 23:213.
Ambrose, De Viduis 1.1, 391; PL 16:235.

' Jerome, Adversus Jovinianum  1.16, 360; PL 23:236.
Jerome, Letter 48.19; PL 22:509 Virgil’s uneven number refers to the three threads o f  a lover’s knot.
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But what the meaning is o f that difference o f faiitfijlness, let them see to it, 
who understand these things better than we; whether the virginal life be in fruit 
an hundred-fold, in sixty-fold the widowed, in thirty-fold the married; or 
whether the hundred-fold fruitfulness be ascribed unto martyrdom, the sixty
fold unto continence, the thirty-fold unto marriage; or whether virginity, by the 
addition o f martyrdom, fill up the hundred-fold, but when alone be in sixty
fold, but married persons bearing thirty-fold arrive at sixty-fold, in case they

I I g
shall be martyrs.

But he is perceptibly reluctant to commit himself to the computation o f merit. Peter 

Brown maintains that Augustine valued martyrdom above virginity, that the defiance 

o f  death was a greater gift than the repression of sexual desire."*^ Certainly his treatise 

on virginity seems more a homily on humility, cautioning the citizen o f God against 

‘plum[ing] yourself overmuch on the possession o f your virginity, your continence, 

your chastity’, yet it betrays unease about the suicidal implications o f martyrdom. 

Ambrose’s praise o f virginity, ‘[not] because it is found in martyrs, but because itself

I 'y 1

makes martyrs’ offers a rhetorical flourish on the feast of St Agnes. " The Apostolic 

Fathers active at the time o f the persecution o f Christians were understandably more 

fulsome in their praise o f martyrs. The further removed from the danger o f arrest, the 

more dispassionate the patristic view o f sacrificial victims. Writing from a safe haven 

in Lycia, Methodius (260-312) could afford to treat martyrdom metaphorically. His 

virgins are contenders outside the arena, continuously physically challenged, ‘resisting 

the fierce torments o f pleasures and fears and griefs,’ and all the other evils that men

I 99do, which sounds not so unlike the dreaded molestiae nuptiarum. Being thrown to

"** Augustine, D e %ax\cta virgin itate {O f  H oly Virginity) 46, 434; PL  4 0 :423 -24 .
' Brown,  B ody and Society, 397.

A ugustine, C ity o f  G od  \ .28, 1.26; P L 4 \ A \ ,  39.
Ambrose. D e Virginibus 1.3.10; FZ. 16:191,
M ethodius, Sym posium  7.3, 332; P G  18:129/130. In this \irginal Sym posium , the winner o f  the prize 

for the best m aiden  speech is the judiciously named Theda, coincidentally the alias o f  the saint in 
Gregory o f  N yssa ’s Vita M acrinae. In the late second-century apocryphal A cts o f  Paul, the original 
rhecla survived incineration and being thrown to the lions and bears. Averil Cameron maintains that 
Thecia was ‘far more popular and influential in early Christianity than the Virgin M ary’. ‘Virginity as
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the beasts may have been the glorious privilege o f the few, but the images o f pain and 

suffering were the common stock of the faithftil. Elizabeth Castelli adverts to the early 

Christian ‘lionising of suffering’, observing that martyrdom -  5e//’-sacrifice -  was the

123sole sacrifice authorised for females. Thus, Tertullian exhorted women to offer 

themselves body and soul to God:

Why should you be ashamed of gaining glory? The opportunity is given you 
when you are before the eyes o f men. So also elsewhere: seek not to die on 
bridal beds, nor in miscarriages, nor in soft fevers, but to die the martyr’s
death, that He may be gloried who suffered for you.'^"*

It may indeed be more sublime to die the ‘martyr’s death’ than to suffer the bathetic 

morbidity o f marriage, but the problem with making a spectacle of oneself is that it is

hard to reconcile with the pudicitia required o f virginal women. In her courageous last

stand, St Agnes, Ambrose’s celebrated victim o f the ‘twofold martyrdom, of modesty

125and of religion’, risked her entitlement to true virginity. Had it not been for the 

providential growth of an extra few feet of hair to cover her nakedness, she would 

have exposed herself to Jerome’s oft-repeated accusation: abominabilem fecisti 

decorem tuum et divisisti pedes tuos omni transeunti (Ezek. 16:25), ‘thou hast made 

thy beauty to be abominable: and hast prostituted thyself to every one that passed by’. 

Agnes’s reputation and members may have been protected, but such virginal heroics 

would subsequently be discouraged by the Church.

In the mysterious world o f the Early Fathers, however, nothing is quite as it seems. 

Weakness becomes a source o f strength, marriage a form of slavery; barrenness brings 

forth a blessing, childbirth a chimaera. Wise virgins evolve into viragos, foolish wives

Metaphor: W om en and the Rhetoric o f  Early Christianity’ In H istory as Text: The W riting o f  A ncient 
H istory, ed. A veril Cameron (London: Duckworth, 1989), 193.

Elizabeth A. C astelli, M artyrdom  an d  M em ory: E arly  Christian C ulture M aking  (N ew  York: 
Columbia U niversity Press, 2004), 197, 59.

Tertullian, D e fu g a  in persecu tion e  9, ANF, vol. 4 , 121; PL 2:112.
Ambrose, D e virginihus 1.2.9, 365; PL  16:191.
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126into wandering harlots, and Adam is cursed with a woman’s womb. The images of 

fertility are inverted: virginity signifies a glorious abundance o f ‘fruits o f the spirit’

127produced by pollination not impregnation. A virgin may even be self-fertile, as she

12g
is imione fecunda, ‘fruitful in singleness’. Marriage, by contrast, is sterile; at best it

129‘replenishes the earth, [but] virginity fills Paradise’. That the fecundity o f virginity 

might provide an embarrassment o f riches, with far too many first fruits for the 

hundred and forty-four thousand places in paradise (Apoc. 14:3-4), seems not to upset 

Jerome’s accountancy. The birds remain rare in Ambrosian heights, but the bees 

swarm in his mellitluous virgin meadows:

Let, then, your work be as it were a honeycomb, for virginity is fit to be 
compared to bees, so laborious is it, so modest, so continent. The bee feeds on 
dew, it knows no marriage couch, it makes honey. The virgin’s dew is the 
divine word, for the words o f God descend like the dew.'^

Compared to the marriage couch, virginity is a bed o f roses.

Although the Song o f Songs luxuriates in images o f florescence, it seems more 

often to provide the inspiration for metaphors of enclosure. The secret garden emerges 

as the favourite resort o f Ambrose and Jerome: hortus conclusus soror mea sponsa 

hortus conclusus fans signatus (Cant. 4:12), ‘My sister, my spouse, is a garden 

enclosed, a garden enclosed, a fountain sealed up’. Jerome comments on the verse: 

‘that which is shut up and sealed reminds us of the mother o f our Lord who was a 

mother and a Virgin’, from which he speciously deduces the Saviour’s sole tenancy o f

i f  Adam had not fallen from you, there would not have com e forth from his wom b [utero eius] that 
salt-sea water the human race.’ Augustine, Confessions 13.20. Gillian Clark draws attention to this 
curious transsexuality in ‘A dam ’s Engendering: Augustine on Gender and Creation’, in G ender and  
Christian Religion: Studies in Church H istory  34, ed. R. N. Swanson (W oodbridge: B oydell Press, 
1998), 13-22 . Pine-Coffm  reverses the sex change by rendering utero eius as ‘his seed ’.
™ Tertullian, D e exhortatione castita tis  10, Treatises, 58; PL  2:926.

Jerome, Letter 22.19 ; PL  22:406.
Jerome, A dversus Jovinianum  1.16, 360; PL 23:235.
Ambrose, D e virginihus 1.8.40, 369; PL  16:200.
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his womb/tomb.'^' Here the hortus conclusus appears impermeable and impregnable; 

when he revisits it in his Letter to Eustochium, it is in need o f defence. Virginity’s seal 

is, it seems, a semi-permeable membrane, as the cautionary tale of Dinah, who went

132out and was seduced (Gen. 35: 1-2), confirms. Ambrose’s enclosure is designed to 

keep ravishers from desecrating virginity, the protected species contained within the 

garden, the ‘precious flower’ that must not be plucked. Where the bishop lingers 

fondly in his lush botanical garden, Jerome removes his virgin to a place of greater 

safety, indoors, and behind yet more doors: only the wanton leave apertures open. 

Remember, he intones ominously, mors intravit per fenestras vestras -  a revealing 

reference to the prophet’s lamentation: quia ascendit mors per fenestras nostras 

ingressa est domos nostras disperdere parvulos de foris iuvenes de plateis (Jer. 9:21), 

‘For death is come up through our windows, it is entered into our houses to destroy 

the children from without, the young men from the streets’ (my italics). The foolish 

virgin who failed to seal her orifices has become wholly responsible for her 

disintegration. We have returned to the janua diabolv, there is no escaping the old Eve.

For the wise virgin, enclosure in her walled garden represents not the violation of 

her liberty but the supreme expression of her liberation from onerous worldly 

concerns; her renunciation signifies a blessed release. Mixing the metaphors once 

more, where virginity fortifies freedom, marriage commodifies maidenhood. Ambrose 

is an early exponent of the commodity thesis:

But how wretched a position, that she who is marriageable is in a species of 
sale put up as it were to auction to be bid for, so that he who offers the highest 
price purchases her. Slaves are sold on more tolerable conditions, for they often

Jerome, Adversus Jovinianum  1.31, 370; PL 23:254. 
Jerome, Letter 22.25; PL 22:411.
Ambrose, D e virginibus 1.9.44, 370; PL 16:201. 
Jerome, Letter 22.26; PL 22:412.
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choose their masters; if  a maiden chooses it is an offence, if  not it is an 
insult.

In Adversus Jovinianum  Jerome repeats the jocular caveat emptor o f  Theophrastus, 

that only in the marriage market may a man not try before he buys. But it is no 

laughing matter for the virgin to be sold into the white slavery o f marriage: ‘There is 

no greater calamity connected with captivity than to be the victim o f another’s lust.’

If prostitution is the oldest profession in the world, marriage is the original service 

industry. Paul’s emphasis on the mutuality o f the marital debt (1 Cor. 7:3) meant all 

things to all men. To the citizens o f Rome it conveyed the binding essence o f a legal 

contract; to the Augustinian citizen o f God, the reciprocity o f  marital relations; for the 

misogamists it connoted the yoke o f servitude.

The apostle delivered this fraternal address to his brothers in Christ: qiiicumqiie 

enim in Christo baptizati estis Christum indiiislis /  non est Iiidaeus neqiie Graecus 

non est servus neque liber non est mascidus neque fem ina omnes enim vos w n m  

estis in Christo lesii (Gal. 3: 27-28). ‘For as many o f you as have been baptized in 

Christ, have put on Christ. / There is neither Jew nor Greek: there is neither bond nor 

free: there is neither male nor female. For you are all one in Christ Jesus.’ The 

Christian commitment to liberty and equality appealed especially to those who were 

denied the advantages o f Roman citizenship. It offended patrician notions o f 

propriety: what kind o f god would want to have intercourse with a ‘woman o f no

I ^7breeding’, Celsus wondered. This arch-sceptic remained obdurately unimpressed by 

the record o f Christian conversions, claiming that they were able to convince ‘only the

Ambrose, De virginibus 1.9.56, 372; PL 16:204.
Jerome, Adversus Jovinianum  1.49, 386; PL 23:282.
Celsus, On the True Doctrine: A Discourse against the Christians, trans. R. Joseph Hoffmann 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 58.
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foolish, dishonourable and stupid, and only slaves, women and little children’.'^* Its 

attraction for children is doubtful, but it is not hard to understand why certain groups 

o f women, notably those o f low status, low fertility, or with low expectations o f 

marriage, might have found their vindication in the new r e l i g i o n . U n d e r  Roman 

rule, a wom an’s domestic life was rigidly circumscribed. Virginia Burrus summarises 

contemporary treatises on female conduct: ‘A virtuous woman may leave her home if  

it is midday, she is accompanied by one or two female servants, and her purpose is 

either to attend an appropriate religious festival or to go shopping.’ '"*̂  We know what 

was expected o f the virtuous woman under the Old Law: her eulogy in Proverbs 

13:10-31 offers a glorious tribute to an industrious wife and mother. This celebration 

o f  her manifold accomplishments bears no resemblance to Jerome’s bleak picture o f 

domestic life. But for the woman who finds no fulfilment in a daily round o f spinning 

and weaving, sowing, and planting, rising in the night to bake for the morning, 

keeping her servants in warm winter clothes, and her husband and family in the style 

to which they have been accustomed, it is no more tolerable a burden. And for her 

husband and children to rise up and call her blessed is a tender loving reinforcement 

o f oppression.

In the Early Church, the heterogeneous disquisitions on marriage resist easy 

categorisation. Few o f the Fathers subscribe to the misogynist invectives o f the 

married Tertullian, but neither do they share the boundless enthusiasm espoused by 

the celibate Clement o f Alexandria. Though he maligned married women in 

manuscript, Jerome rewarded many in person with an amity not evinced by the less

Celsus, On the True Doctrine, 73.
' Ross S. Kraemer, ‘The Conversion o f  Women to Ascetic Forms o f  Christianity’, in Sisters and 
Workers in the M iddle Ages, ed. Judith M. Bennett, Elizabeth A. Clark et al, (Chicago and London: 
University o f  Chicago Press, 1989), 206.

Virginia Burrus, Chastity as Autonomy: Women in the Stories o f  Apocryphal Acts (Lewiston; Edwin 
Mellen Press, 1987), 91.
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censorious Augustine. Despite the incongruities of opinion in this broad church, there 

is nonetheless a fundamental homogeneity. The contributors to the debate are mostly 

misogamous; their experience o f marriage vicarious; their authoritative 

pronouncements a strange hybrid o f scriptural exegesis and vulgar prejudice. They are 

male authors addressing their fellow men (and virile women) in the early Common 

Era, when the Christian ethos had not entirely effaced classical values. Even Clement, 

the matrimonial apologist, responds to the conventional molestiae nuptiarum  by 

commending ‘the care o f wife and children’ and the ‘opportunity it gives for the man 

who seeks ftilfillment though marriage to accept the overseeing o f every thing in the 

common hom e’.'*̂ * Though Christ m aybe the unseen presence in Clement’s ideal 

menage a trois, the w ife’s fulfilment is the discounted factor in this cosy domestic 

familiarity. Her occlusion implies that she could and should have achieved a higher 

personal and social rating as a lifelong virgin than as a lifecycle drudge; that she has 

settled not even for second best, but for the least valued thirty-fold reward. The patron 

o f marriage reports a virgin’s enigmatic interjection: ‘If the subject is marriage, speak 

to my m o t h e r . T h i s  maternal contribution to the early Christian marital debate 

remains a matter o f  conjecture.

Clement o f  Alexandria, Strom ateis  3.12.79, 305; PG  8:1179/1180. 
Clement o f  Alexandria, Strom ateis  3.4 .27, 273; PG  8:1133/1 134.
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Chapter 2

The Discourse of Marriage: the Canon Lawyers

Their relationship consisted  
in discussing if  it existed.

Thom Gunn, ‘Jam esian’

Augustine’s conception o f the three goods of marriage -  proles, fides et sacramentum  

-  enjoyed a long incubation in the early medieval Church. Such ‘tolerance’ accredited 

to Christians ‘o f  the cultural heritage o f the European barbarians’,' suggests the 

pragmatic recognition o f expedience. The Germanic settlers from the late fourth 

century onwards may have been rather more meritorious in their observance o f 

propriety. When in Rome, even if they themselves did not do as the Romans did, they 

allowed the Church o f Rome the rare privilege o f self-government. The Church had 

long rendered civil authority to Caesar and reserved to its own jurisdiction all that 

pertained to the sacraments, including the quasi-sacrament o f  marriage. Inevitably 

there was some inter-marriage of people and practice.

If Christians struggled to reconcile their commitment to egalitarian consensual 

marriage with the patrician precepts o f Roman law, Germanic custom was 

unashamedly coital. Consummation counted: without it the marriage was null and 

void. Morgengabe, the groom’s ‘morning after’ donation to his bride, signified his 

satisfaction with the gift o f her virginity.' A disappointed husband could still return

' Beatrice Gottlieb, ‘The M eaning o f  Clandestine Marriage’, in F am ily an d  Sexuality in French H istory, 
ed. Robert W heaton and Tamara K. Hareven (Philadelphia: U niversity o f  Pennsylvania Press, 1980),
50.
~ Diane O lwen Hughes, ‘From Brideprice to Dowry in Mediterranean Europe’, Journal o f  Fam ily  
H istory  3 (1978): 274. Reynolds objects that the evidence o f  dotation conditional on consum mation  
com es not from Germanic laws but from Hincmar o f  Reim s's discussion o f  a contested marriage in 
w hich the w ife retained the dowry that ‘she would have gained i f  sexual union had taken p lace’. 
M arriage in the W estern Church, 86.
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his bride if she had not conceived during the probationary first year of married life.^ In 

this respect Germanic law was far simpler: the proof o f the marriage was in the 

pregnancy. The blessing of offspring was only the first, if not the least, o f the 

Augustinian trinity o f matrimonial goods. In the event o f a sterile union, later Church 

leaders were uneasy about annulling the marriage, but they had not yet resolved the 

problem of what precisely made a marriage if the marriage could not make babies. 

Classical Roman law cited the elusive quality o f maritalis affectio as the mark of 

distinction separating marriage from mere concubinage. If the expression is 

disconcertingly elastic, covering at once the intention to marry and the ‘durable, 

continuing will’ to be married, so was its sentence."^ A marriage need not survive the 

intention; it could be dissolved on the expiry o f the will, an escape clause that 

perturbed constant Christians. Actions can moreover be attested; intentions, however 

honourable, can only be inferred. The ninth-century archbishop Hincmar of Reims 

tried to synthesise Roman law, Germanic custom and Christian ethics in a modified 

coital theory of marriage:

Quibus sententiis evidenter ostendit, quia tunc est vera legitimi coniugii copula, 
quando inter ingenuos, et inter aequales fit, et patemo arbitrio viro mulier 
juncta, legitima dotata, et publicis nuptiis honestata, sexuum commistione 
coniungitur.^

(A true coupling in legitimate marriage between free persons of equal status 
occurs when a free w'oman, properly dowered, is joined to a free man with 
paternal consent in a public wedding [followed by] sexual intercourse.)

His compromise won few plaudits, least o f all from the later canonists. In the eleventh 

century the rigorist Peter Damian clearly considered any coital theory an obscenity:

 ̂James A. Brundage, Law, Sex, and Christian Society in M edieval Europe (Chicago and London: 
University o f  Chicago Press, 1987), 131.
'* Volterra’s definition is cited by John T. Noonan, Jr., ‘Marital Affection in the Canonists’, Stiidia 
Gratiana 12 (1967); 485.
 ̂Hincmar o f  Reims, Epistolae 22, PL 126:137-38. Cited and translated by Brundage, Law, Sex and 

Christian Society, 136.
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Si enim jure in concubitu constare nuptias perhibentur, quid est quod sacri 
canones prohibent ut absque publicis nuptiis nunquam matrimonium copuletur? 
Nunquid hoc volunt, ut vir uxori publice misceatur?... Enim vero si concubitus 
nuptiae sunt, quoties vir mulieri admiscetur, toties procul dubio nuptias 
celebrare convincitur.^

(If they maintain that marriage rests on intercourse, then how is it that holy 
canons forbid people to be joined in marriage without public weddings? Do 
they want the man to mount his wife in public?... If indeed marriage is made 
by coitus, then every time a man makes love to his wife no doubt they get 
married all over again.)

Such a prospect o f  sexual relations is bleak and manifestly barren. But the public 

spectacle o f  marital sex seems to have scandalised him far less than the bestial and 

sterile ‘sins against nature’, which he attacked in a venomous diatribe that failed to 

elicit papal sympathy.^ Whatever Dante’s sympathies, he awarded Peter a privileged 

position in the Seventh Heaven, well ahead o f  Gratian, the celebrated father o f  canon 

law, and the only member o f  the profession to be admitted to Paradise.* Canon 

lawyers were prone to delusions o f  grandeur;^ the thirteenth-century Cardinal-canonist 

Hostiensis (d. l271) invoked St Paul: ‘Know ye not that we shall judge angels?’ (1 

Cor. 6:3). His scholastic successors were exercised more by the computation o f

* D e tempore celehrandi nuptias \ , P L  \ 45 :66 0 -6 1. Cited and translated by Brundage, Law, Sex and  
Christian Society, 189.
’ Leo IX courteously acknowledged the unsolicited manuscript but withheld his support; Alexander 11 
withheld the manuscript he had solicited from its outraged author. John Boswell, Christianity, Social 
Tolerance, and Homosexuality: Gay People in Western Europe fro m  the Beginning o f  the Christian Era 
to the Fourteenth Century {Chic&go and London: University o f  Chicago Press, 1980), 211-13.
* Gratian is placed among the theologians and teachers, flanked by Albert the Great and Peter Lombard 
(Paradiso  X, 11. 103-5). James A. Brundage, Medieval Canon Law  (London: Longman, 1995), 214. 
Brundage seems to have misread D ante’s reference to Hostiensis in Paradiso  XH, 11. 82-84. Dominic is 
praised for not conducting him self like those who study Hostiensis et al. for worldly advancement.

If  canonical pride came after the Fall, the lawyers received their com euppance when Luther allegedly 
incinerated a copy o f  the Decretals in symbolic rejection of papal rule. Brundage, M edieval Canon Law, 
182. Lawyers have rarely been public heroes. They were allegedly among the first casualties o f  the 
Peasants’ Rising o f  1381 and, in Shakespeare’s account, o f Jack C ade’s rebellion (2 Henry VL 4.2.68).

Stephan Kuttner uses this quotation more charitably in ‘Harmony from Dissonance: An Interpretation 
o f  M edieval Canon Law ', in The H istoiy o f  Ideas and Doctrines o f  Canon Law in the M iddle Ages, 2d 
edition (Aldershot: Variorum, 1992), no. 1, 15. The apostle showed little regard for lawyers, still less for 
their clients: ‘Already indeed there is plainly a fault among you that you have lawsuits with one 
another.’ (1 Cor. 6:3). But in the preface to his Summa on the Decretum, Paucapalea traced legal 
argument to Paradise, when Adam, ‘questioned by the Lord about the sin o f  disobedience, used a 
counter-accusation’ in mitigation o f  his guilt. Prefaces to Canon Law Books in Latin Christianity:
Select Translations. 500-1245. trans. and ed. Robert Somerville and Bruce C. Basington (New Haven
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angels who could dance on the head o f a pin, but the curial judges of angels, as well as 

the procession of popes and devil’s advocates, had causes enough to be eternally 

grateful to the Bolognese master for his enterprise.

Gratian’s identity is uncertain; even his authorship o f the Decretum (c. 1140) is

merely an attribution." The Concordia discordantium canonum, as the compendious

work is properly entitled, undertakes to harmonise the sounding brass and tinkling

cymbals among the discordant canons o f ecclesiastical law. Impressive though

Gratian’s erudition undoubtedly is, many hands must have worked on his informed

judgements. Numerous dicta boldly ascribed to Gratian in Friedberg’s standard text

12are now considered to be the emendations of later glossators. Gratian appears to 

have anticipated the objections of succeeding canonists. The book is arranged as a 

legal exercise, posing composite questions and offering for consideration the diverse 

opinions of learned counsel. Causae 26 to 35 comprise the so-called marriage treatise 

containing the hard cases that make egregious law. Some of the problems had 

previously been referred for papal judgement; others are hypothetical confections for 

the classroom, ‘whose absurdities,’ Christopher Brooke observes with delicate irony, 

‘helped many generations o f students to discover what canon law was really about’.

and London: Yale University Press, 1998), 181. Stephen de Toumai expresses a similar view. Prefaces, 
195.
" John T. Noonan, Jr. explodes the mythological ‘Gratian’ in ‘Gratian Slept Here: The Changing 
Identity o f  the Father o f  the Systematic Study o f  Canon Law’, Traditio 35 (1979): 145-72.
'■ See Noonan, ‘Gratian’, 170. All references to Gratian’s Decretum  denote Corpus iuris canonici, ed. 
Emil Friedberg, 2 vols. (Leipzig, 1879). A recent critical study claims that Friedberg’s text is a greatly 
expanded recension o f  an earlier text, and that only the earlier work can be attributed to Gratian. Anders 
Winroth, The Making o f  G ratian's Decretum (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Rudolf 
Weigand provides a useful conspectus o f  the views o f  the early decretists on marriage, in ‘Liebe and 
Ehe bei den Dekretisten des 12. Jahrhunderts’, in Love and M arriage in the Twelfth Century, ed. Willy 
van Hoecke and Andries Welkenhuysen (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1981), 41-58.

Brooke, M edieval M arriage, 137.
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Causa 27, quaestio 2 addresses the formation of marriage. Citing first Chrysostom 

as his authority, Gratian states: ‘Matrimonium quidem non facit coitus, sed 

uoluntas’,'"* (It is not coitus but consent that makes a marriage); then Ambrose:

Cum initiatur coniugium, coniugii nomen assciscitur (sic). Non defloratio 
uirginitatis facit coniugium, sed pactio coniugalis. Denique cum iungitur uiro, 
coniugium est, non cum uiri admixtione cognoscitur.' ̂

(The name of marriage is assumed when a marriage is begun. It is not the 
deflowering o f virginity but the marital agreement that makes the marriage. 
And when she is joined to her husband, then there is a marriage, not when he 
has carnal knowledge of her.)

In opposition he invokes Augustine; ‘Non est inter eos matrimonium, quos non 

copulat conmixtio sexuum’,'^ (There is no marriage between those whom sexual 

intercourse does not couple). The Augustinian compact has become uncoupled from 

consent and is now firmly embodied in coitus. If sexual intercourse effects marriage, 

extramarital intercourse does not affect its sacramentality, despite the infidelity. In 

Causa 32, again citing Augustine, Gratian affirms the indissolubility of marriage: 

‘Vinculum coniugii fomicatione dissolui non potest’,'^ (The bond of marriage cannot 

be dissolved by fornication). The next canon indicates the reconciliation: ‘Nulla 

ratione dissoluitur coniugium, quod semel initum probatur’, (A marriage cannot be 

dissolved for any reason once it is proved to have begun). At Causa 27 Gratian 

referred to an Ambrosian tautology, that beginnings are inconclusive:

Sed sciendum est, quod coniugium desponsatione initiatur, conmixtione
perficitur. Unde inter sponsum et sponsam coniugium est, sed initiatum; inter

18copulatos est coniugium ratum.

C.27 q.2 c .l ,  Friedberg, I;1063.
C.27 q.2 c.5, Friedberg, 1:1064; cp. C.27 q.2 d.p.c.39, Friedberg, 1:1074. C.27 q.2 d.p.c.45, Friedberg, 

1:1076.
“’ C.27 q.2 c . l 6, Friedberg, 1:1066.
'’ C .32q,7 c .l ,  Friedberg, 1:1140.

C.27 q.2 d.p.c.34, Friedberg, 1:1073.
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(But it must be understood that marriage is initiated by betrothal, perfected by 
consummation. Hence between the betrothed man and woman there is a 
marriage, but only initiated; between those who have had sexual intercourse, 
the marriage is confirmed.)

The perfection o f marriage remains subject to verification.

A bipartite theory cannot adequately account for the singular marriage o f Mary 

and Joseph. In the twelfth century, their union was often proposed as the model o f 

perfection, despite the obtrusive disqualification that it was believed never to have 

been consummated. A ‘perfectible’ theory o f  marriage requires either derogation or 

immunity o f the Marian marriage from the rule.'*^ Gratian adduces Origen’s 

philological argument in seeking to preserve the integrity o f  both the rule and the 

Virgin: ‘M aria coniunx dicitur more scripturae, cum simpliciter sponsa esset’, (Mary 

is described as a wife in the manner o f  scripture, when she was simply a betrothed). 

Augustine’s notion o f divine dispensation is also cited. Mary deferred to God’s will:

Subiecit se diuinae disposition!, dum proposuit se perseueraturam uirginem,
nisi Deus ei aliter reuelaret. Conmittens ergo uirginitatem suam diuinae
dispositioni consensit in camalem copulam, non illam appetendo, sed diuinae

2 1inspiration! in utroque obediendo.

(She subjected herself to divine disposition when she proposed to preserve her 
virginity, unless God revealed otherwise to her. Therefore, committing her 
virginity to divine disposition she consented to copulation, not by seeking it, 
but by obeying divine inspiration in either case.)

This special pleading for Marian privilege did not dispel Gratian’s residual doubts 

about the indissolubility o f  a marriage that lacked the sacramental seal o f sexual 

intercourse. It may be a canonical imperative that legislation remain ‘in accord with

The difficulty o f  accommodating the Marian marriage to the ‘perfectible’ theory o f  marriage 
formation informs Gratian’s four dicta  on the topic in quaestio  2. See Penny S. Gold, ‘The Marriage o f  
Mary and Joseph in the Twelfth-Century Ideology o f  Marriage’, in Sexual Practices and the M edieval 
Church, ed. Vem L. Bullough and James Brundage (New  York: Prometheus Books, 1982), 103-7.

C.27 q.2 c.42, Friedberg, 1:1075.
C.27 q.2 c.3, Friedberg, 1:1063.
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human possibilities’,̂  but Gratian’s desublimated counsel o f  perfection was 

unacceptable to his fellow canonists o f the Parisian school.

Jean Leclercq finds much support among twelfth-century theologians for 

unconsummated marriages but none for those lacking love, by which he means, o f

23course, charitable love. Infused with Augustinian caritas, Hugh o f St Victor 

proposed that Mary consented not to sex within marriage but to marital societas. In his 

view, coition accompanies rather than causes marriage. Coniugium est in foedere  

dilectionis'. matrimony consists in the bond o f love, not in the commingling o f flesh. 

Hugh envisaged a dual sacrament: the union o f duo in cam e una performs the office 

o f marriage, but the superior sacrament o f marriage is fulfilled by the conjunction o f 

two souls in the love o f God. The Marian marriage was thus perfected not by children 

but by charity. Peter Lombard pursued the principle o f consensuality in marriage- 

formation, distinguishing between consent expressed per verba de praesenti, which is 

self-effecting, -  in J. L. Austin’s sense, ‘perfonnative’^̂  -  and consent per verba de 

futuro, which is activated only by coition. Marriage contracted by present consent 

needs no ratification o f  intercourse, but its validity is subject to certain conditions:

Si enim consentiunt in fiiturum, dicentes: Accipiam te in virum, et: Ego te in 
uxorem, non est iste consensus efficax Matrimonii. Item si consentiant mente, 
et non exprimant verbis vel aliis certis signis; nec talis consensus efficit 
matrimonium. Si autem verbis explicant quod tamen corde non volunt, si non 
sit coactio ibi vel dolus, obligatio ilia verborum quibus consentiunt dicentes: 
Accipio te in virum et ego te in uxorem, Matrimonium facit.^^

Gold, 'Marriage o f  Mary and Joseph’, 110.
Jean Leclercq, ‘L ’Amour et le Mariage Vus par des Clercs et des R eligieux, Specialem ent au XIl^ 

S iec le ’, in Love an d  M arriage in the Twelfth Century, ed. Van Hoecke and W elkenhuysen, 107.
Hugh o f  St Victor, D e virgin ita te B eatae M ariae, PL 176:863-64.
D e virgin ita te B eatae M ariae, PL  176:866. Jean Leclercq addresses H ugh’s promotion o f  spiritual 

love over sexual union. Monies on M arriage: A T w elfth-C entw y View  (N ew  York: Seabury Press,
1982), 27. Erik Kooper discusses dilectio  as efficient equaliser in marriage. ‘L oving the Unequal Equal: 
M edieval Theologians and Marital A ffection’, in The O lde D aunce, ed. Edwards and Spector, 47.

‘When 1 say, before the registrar or altar, & c., “1 do” {sic), 1 am not reporting on a marriage: 1 am 
indulging in it.’ J. L. Austin, H ow  to D o Things with Words, ed. J. O. Urmson (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1962), 6.

Peter Lombard. Sententiae, Lib. IV, Dist. 27, PL  192:910-11.
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(For if they consent in the fiature tense, saying: I will take you as my husband, 
and I [will take] you as my wife, consent o f this kind is not effective of 
marriage. Likewise, if  they consent mentally, and do not express [their consent] 
in words or by other clear signs, neither does such consent effect marriage. But 
if  they express in words, which nonetheless they do not will in their heart, 
provided there is no compulsion or deceit, saying: ‘1 take you as my husband, 
and 1 you as my wife’, that pledge of words with which they consent makes 
marriage.)

The Lombard’s exposition possesses the great merit of concision, establishing a 

clear distinction between betrothal and marriage. But affairs of the heart are less 

separable than marriages. In principle, the treacherous fool who said in his heart,

‘there is no marriage,’ could revoke his consent, while the unwary might find that 

careless syntax cancelled the contract. Frederic Maitland famously described the 

formula as ‘no masterpiece of human wisdom’. ‘O f all people in the world,’ he 

objected, ‘lovers are the least likely to distinguish precisely between the present and

' yo

the future tenses.’ His complaint has been upheld by Richard Helmholz in his 

detailed study of marriage litigation in medieval England. Numerous cases coming 

before the church courts concerned the ambiguity of the words commonly used in the

29exchange of consent: vo/o te habere or volo te accipere. Such problems of 

signification did not impede the official adoption of the Lombard’s version of the 

consensual theory of marriage formation. Between the early years of the long 

pontificate of Alexander III (1159-81) and the end of Innocent Ill’s tenure (1198- 

1216), consent was gradually accepted by the majority o f canonists and theologians as 

the efficient cause of matrimony. But Gratian’s influence was tenacious; even the 

supreme consensualist Alexander, after proclaiming the principle of the indissolubility

Frederick Pollock and Frederic W. Maitland, The H istory o f  English Law Before the Time o f  Edward  
I, 2d edition, ed. S. F. C. Milsom (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1968), vol. 2, 368-69.

R. H. Helmholz, M arriage Litigation in M edieval England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1974), 36*40.
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of marriage contracted by present consent, conceded the case for its annulment in the 

event of impotence.^®

A third theory o f marriage formation, which had arguably the most venerable 

pedigree, did not tind favour with the papacy. Vacarius maintained that there could be 

no marriage without traditio, a formal delivery of the spouse. Maitland describes this 

as self-delivery of the bride to the groom and vice versa', Brundage compares the 

procedure to the transfer of property under Roman law, thus implicating the parent or 

guardian; while Reynolds views the unattributed handing over of the woman to her 

husband as having greater legal consequence than deductio in domum, the public 

manifestation o f Roman marriage.^' Vacarius may not have envisaged traditio as a 

kind o f medieval sale of goods transaction, but such a construction is not incongruent 

with the aforementioned Germanic practice of returning items that failed to deliver the 

first of the Augustinian goods of marriage. It also accords with biblical practice. In 

Luke 20:34 we read:///// saeculi huiits nuhunt et tradimtur ad nuptias, ‘the children of 

this world marry and are given in marriage’. As John Boswell notes, this is an 

inadequate translation o f the Greek text that discriminates between the sexes. Any 

Roman citizen worth his salt would have known that sons marry (nubere) or lead into 

marriage {ducere in uxorem)\ daughters are given or taken in marriage. '  The parental 

role, occluded in the New Testament, is explicit in the Old: et dicet pater filiam meant 

dedi huic iixorem (Deut. 20:16), ‘and the Father shall say: I gave my daughter unto 

this man to wife’. Jacob may have objected when he was deceitfully given in marriage 

the ‘blear eyed’ elder sister of his beautiftil and best beloved cousin german, but his

Brundage discusses the undated decretal o f  Alexander III to the Bishop o f  N orw ich, Veniens ad  nos, 
in im p oten ce . Frigidity and Marital N ullity in the Decretists and the Early D ecretalists’, in Sex, Law  
an d  M arriage in the M iddle A ges (Aldershot: Variorum, 1993), no. X.

Maitland, H istory o f  English Law, vol. 2, 369; Brundage, Law, Sex, an d  Christian Society, 266-67;  
Reynolds, M arriage in the Western Church, 7 6 -7 7 , 33.

John B osw ell, The M arriage  o f  Likeness: Same-Sex Unions in P re-M odern E urope  (London: 
HarperCollins, 1995), 12-13 .
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uncle and father-in-law pleaded local custom and practice (Gen. 29:16-26). We do not 

know what the bartered brides made of the exchange.

The paternal role in marriage formation preoccupied Gratian. This is the subject of 

Causa 31 quaestio 2: ‘An filia sit tradenda invita alicui?’(May a daughter be given in 

marriage against her will?) In Roman law, consent was the paternal prerogative: it 

made no provision for potential conflict of parental and filial will. The unusual paucity 

of his sources in this section -  a commentary on the Pauline epistles attributed to

■5 T

Ambrose, two decretals from Urban II (1088-99) and a much earlier ruling fi-om 

Nicholas 1 (858-67) -  strongly suggests the novelty o f the question. Pseudo-Ambrose 

paraphrases the apostle’s advice to the Corinthians: ‘“Nubat uidua cui uult: tantum in 

Domino;” id est quem sibi aptum putauerit, illi nubat; quia inuitae nuptiae solent 

malos prouentus habere.’ '̂* (‘Let a widow marry whom she will: only in the Lord’; 

that is, the one she has considered suitable; let her marry him, because unwilling 

marriages usually have bad results.) In citing this authority, Gratian has extended to 

prospective wives the Pauline privilege of widows. It is not at all certain that Paul 

permitted daughters the licence to choose their partner without parental interference.^^ 

His statement is ambiguous; fathers who arrogate the right to mastermind a daughter’s 

marriage, and daughters who deny them that satisfaction, have sought vindication in 

the preceding verse: igitur et qui matrimonio iungit virginem suam bene facit et qui 

non iungit melius facit (1 Cor. 7:38). ‘Therefore, both he that giveth his virgin in

The commentary is now ascribed to an early Christian convert from Judaism, the Roman lawyer 
Isaac. Noonan, ‘Power to Choose’, Viator A (1973): 419.

C.31 q.2 a .c .l, Friedberg, 1:1112-13.
At C.32 q.2 c. 13, Friedberg, 1:1124, Ambrose (not ‘Ambrose’) is cited to the contrary. In D e  

patriarchis he does not support a woman’s right to choose her partner. Referring to the summoning o f  
Rebecca by Abraham’s scout in Gen. 24:57-58; ‘dixerunt vocemus puellam et quaeramus ipsius 
voluntatem / cumque vocata venisset sciscitati sunt vis ire cum homine isto quae ait vadam’ (And they 
said: Let us call the maid and ask her will. / And they called her, and when she was come, they asked: 
Wilt thou go with this man? She said: I will go), Ambrose denies the chosen maiden any choice in the 
matter o f  marriage: ‘ilia enim iudicium expectat parentum: non est enim uirginalis pudoris eligere 
maritum’ (but she awaited the decision o f  her parents: for it is not for virginal modesty to choose a 
husband). But c f  the Ambrosian ‘auction’ discussed in Chapter 1, 50-51.
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marriage doth well; and that that giveth not, doth better.’ Nor is Gratian unequivocal; 

invoking Urban, he states: ‘luramento patris non cogitur puella nubere, cui numquam 

assensum prebuit’, (A girl cannot be compelled by a father’s oath to marry someone 

to whom she has never assented). Elsewhere the dictum attributed to Gratian reasserts 

paternal authority:

Cum dicitur: ‘patemo arbitrio feminae iunctae uiris,’ datur intelligi, quod 
patemus consensus desideratur in nuptiis, nec sine eo legitimae nuptiae 
habeantur, iuxta illud Euaristi Papae: ‘Aliter non fit legitimum coniugium, nisi 
a parentibus tradatur.’^̂

(When it is said: ‘women are joined to husbands by paternal choice,’ it is given 
to be understood that paternal consent is desired in marriage, and that without it 
the marriage is not legitimate, following Pope Evaristus: ‘The marriage is not 
legitimate otherwise, unless she is given by her parents.’)

Parental consent remained immaterial to Peter Lombard’s theory. The paternal 

blessing was an accessory after the fact; the priestly blessing, however, was not. The 

use o f the word ‘legitimate’ fails to distinguish between a licit and a valid marriage, a 

distinction that acquired deeper significance in the course o f the clerical campaign 

against clandestine marriages. Critics o f the consensual theory complained that by 

conceding the primacy o f the couple’s exchange o f consent the canonists had made 

marriage too easy to contract and too difficult to verify. A marriage contracted in a 

cowshed or the local hostelry lacked decorum but not validity. The problem for the 

Church was that it risked the erosion its own administration o f matrimonial affairs.

Not until the Fourth Lateran Council o f 1215 did the Church formally recognise 

marriage as a sacrament, as Peter Lombard had earnestly desired. But if  the exchange 

o f  consent alone made the marriage, then the couple conferred the sacrament of 

marriage on themselves, and the priest’s role was reduced to that o f an honest witness.

C.31 q.2 c. 1, Friedberg, 1:1113.
”  C.32 q.2 d .p .c .l2 ,  Friedberg, 1:1123.
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In some cases, the priest assumed the former office o f  the father as master o f 

ceremony by joining the couple’s hands in marriage in a gesture o f  iunctio, the last 

vestige o f Germanic traditio. Even this function, however, was now commonly 

performed by the couple themselves signifying the mutuality o f  their consent, the

38validation o f  the marriage. Canon law now further insisted on the liceity o f marriage 

and demanded certain formalities. At the behest o f Innocent III, the Fourth Lateran 

Council decreed that it be contracted in fac ie  ecclesie, in the presence o f a priest, and 

that the banns be read in the local church on the three preceding Sundays to allow for 

the discovery o f any impediment to the couple’s lawful union. The reading o f the 

banns was in fact already the recommended practice o f the English Church, and parish 

priests were made responsible for its o b se rv a n c e .T h e  Church dictated not only 

where but also when a marriage might take place. Following Sarum Use, it was 

forbidden to celebrate a marriage between Advent and Epiphany, in Lent, or between 

Ascension Day and Pentecost, rulings that seem frequently to have been ignored by 

parishioners and priests alike in their choice o f  a propitious day for the nuptials.

Unorthodox unions, however, proved as resistant to eradication as they were to 

determination. A clandestine marriage, though informally contracted, need not be an 

occult marriage, even though Gratian uses the terms without distinction.'*' Secret

Jan Baptist Bedaux comments on the depiction o f this autonomous gesture in the Amolfmi portrait in 
‘The ReaHty o f  Symbols: The Question o f  Disguised Symbolism in Jan van Eyck’s Am olfm i Portrait', 
Simiolus 16 (1986): 7.

In Tametsi, in 1563, the Council o f  Trent repeated its disavowal o f  informal marriage, but such 
unions were not finally outlawed in England until the Marriage Act o f  1763.

Thus, in a medieval writ for Proof o f  Age, a sexagenarian witness affirmed that ‘he married Margaret 
his wife on 6 Jan. 1389,’ CIPM  18:1181 (testimony o f  John Shepherd), indicating either his reverence 
for Epiphany or his disregard for canon law.

C.30 q.5 c .l (citing Evaristus) and c.2 (citing Hormisda), Friedberg, 1:1104-5. Popularisers o f  the 
Church's teaching continue the confusion, as in this fifteenth-century piece o f  marriage counsel: ‘In the 
face o f  the churche it oweth to be hadde, / And not in derke comers behynde thy bakke’. Peter Idley 's 
Instructions to His Son, ed. Charlotte D ’Evelyn (London: Oxford University Press, 1935), 11. 1673-74. 
Clandestine marriages seem to have preoccupied ecclesiastics in northern Europe more than in the 
south. In early fifteenth-century Lucca, for instance, no clandestine marriages came before the 
episcopal court. Christine Meek, ‘Women, the Church and the Law: Matrimonial Litigation in Lucca 
under Bishop Nicolao Guinigi (1394-1435)’, in Chattel, S en ’ant or Citizen: Women’s Status in Church,
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marriages and separations are largely literary inventions, from the extravagant island- 

hopping antics o f  Greek prose romance to the elopements o f Regency heroines. But 

the first and by far the most famous visual representation o f a putative marriage o f the 

Middle Ages is the Amolfmi union, apparently conducted in a private chamber but 

recorded for posterity in the painting now hanging in the National Gallery, London. 

The marriage is clearly attested both in the mirror image o f two witnesses and in the 

signature o f the artist: Johannes de eyck fu it hie.1434.“̂̂  Whatever the reason for the 

clandestine conduct, it cannot have been the avoidance o f publicity. The well- 

endowed Amolfinis -  wherever they were endowed -  were not alone; innumerable 

couples regarded the contracting o f marriage as a matter for consenting adults in 

private. When summoned by the Church court on a charge o f immorality. Sir William 

Plumpton testified that Joan Wintringham

was not his concubine but had been for many years his true wife; that a child had 
been conceived after their clandestine marriage in Knaresborough parish church 
about 20 years past, and that he was now prepared to submit to the Church’s 
censure and make amends.'*’̂

It is easy to be wise and acquiescent when heirs are no longer at issue. As Helmholz 

remarks, court records ‘show the tenacity o f the belief that people could regulate their 

own matrimonial affairs, without the assistance or the interference o f the Church’.'*'*

S ta te  and Society, ed. Mary O 'D ow d and Sabine Wichert (Belfast: Institute o f  Irish Studies / Q ueen’s 
U niversity Belfast, 1995), 88.

Erwin Panofsky originally identified this double portrait as the representation o f  a clandestine 
marriage replete with the disguised sym bols o f  conjugal love. 'Jan van E yck’s A rnolfini Portrait’, 
Burlington M agazine  64 (1934): 117-27. Several critics have since rejected his reading; both Edwin  
Hall, who believes the painting depicts a betrothal, and Jan Baptist Bedaux, who alleges it illustrates 
M orgengahe, read the sym bols literally. Edwin Hall, The A rnolfini B etrothal: M ed ieva l M arriage and  
the Enigm a o f  Van E yck's D ouble P ortra it (Berkeley and Los Angeles: U niversity o f  California Press, 
1994); Bedaux, ‘The Reality o f  Sym bols’.

The Plum pton L etters an d  Papers, ed. Joan Kirby, Camden Society, 5th series, 8 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U niversity Press for the Royal Historical Society, 1996), 263, no. 33; see also no. 30. The 
secrecy surrounding his second marriage seem s to have been motivated by the desire not to jeopardise 
the advantageous marriages o f  the infant granddaughters named as his heirs in indentures with the 
young girls’ future fathers-in-law. The birth o f  his son by Joan was presumably com m on knowledge.

Helm holz, M arriage L itigation , 31.
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The pseudo-canons of Arles, to which Gratian gave credence, proclaimed the 

necessity of both public marriage and endowment: ‘Nullum sine dote fiat coniugium; 

iuxta possibilitatem fiat dos, nec sine publicis nuptiis quisquam nubere uel uxorem 

ducere presumat’,"*̂ (Let there be no marriage without a dowry; let the dowry be 

according to the possibility, and let no one presume to marry or to take a wife in 

marriage without a public wedding). In England, legal evidence indicates common 

knowledge of and compliance with the ‘church door’ policy, even if deponents in 

contested marriage cases sometimes betray uncertainty as to the precise location of the 

facies. Thus, in 1490, William Geffrey testified that his presence ‘in the nave of the 

parish church of All Saints at Maldon’ enabled him to hear ‘when Alice and John 

Grose contracted marriage together in facie ecclesie' B u t  observance o f the rules 

may have been facilitated more by the exigencies o f common law: endowments were 

neither legal nor valid unless made in facie ecclesie.^^ Those who had little or nothing 

to exchange but their consent continued to plight their troth in bed or byre, while those 

with land or liquid assets to endow were more easily persuaded to conduct their 

business in the church forum, beside the moneychangers’ tables and the seats of the

48sellers of doves. The loss o f paternal good will was perhaps a small price to pay for 

the freedom to marry; the loss o f the patrimony might be ruinous.

C.30 q.5 C.6, Friedberg, 1:1106.
Cited by Shannon McSheffrey, M arriage, Sex, and Civic Culture in Late M edieval London 

(Philadelphia: University o f  Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 43. McSheffrey reports widespread adherence 
to the belief that the exchange o f  consent must take place in the nave, ‘as is the custom in the English 
church’.

Pollock and Maitland, History o f  English Law, 374-75. Thus it was adjudged in 1225 that Alice, wife 
o f the late James de Cardunville, was not entitled to claim her dower ‘because she knows that she was 
not married at the church door nor dowered there’. Cited from B racton’s Note Book by Jennifer Ward, 
trans. and ed.. Women o f  the English Nobility and Gentry, 1066-1500  (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1995), 44.

Some canonists denied the sacramentality o f  marriage because they believed that the financial 
settlements made on marriage evoked simony. Michael M. Sheehan, ‘M aritalis affectio Revisited’, in 
Marriage, Family, and Law in M edieval Europe: Collected Studies, ed. James K. Farge (Toronto: 
University o f  Toronto Press, 1996), 264n.
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In the thirty years since its original proposition, Georges Duby’s thesis o f  the two 

competing models o f  medieval marriage, ecclesiastic and aristocratic, has achieved 

canonical status.''^ Although the Church envisaged a lifetime o f  marital affection, the 

aristocracy’s affection for matrimony rarely survived the dearth o f  male heirs. But it 

was less the principle than the propriety o f  consent that divided the counts from the 

clerics. Clerical endorsement, in the twelfth century, o f  the primacy o f  the couple’s 

consent ran counter to the aristocratic arrogation o f the right and responsibility to 

marry their own. While the wishes o f  the individual were subordinated to the greater 

good o f  the aristocratic family, the management o f  these affairs was no ‘arbitrary 

privilege’.̂ '* As Jean-Louis Flandrin notes, the imprudent marriage o f  a son might 

jeopardise the marital prospects o f  his sisters. What should it profit a man if  he gain 

the love o f  his life at the expense o f  his siblings? Peter Lombard mitigated marriages 

made for love but never for money, but parents could not afford such magnanimity. 

Mercenary marriages were uncontentious; it was love matches they opposed.'^' 

Though Jacob’s suit o f  a beautiful woman might satisfy Peter, French fathers were 

less easily mollified: la jo lie  fem m e ne te rendra jam ais riche, they maintained.

Georges Duby, M edieval Marriage: Two Models from Twelfth-Century France, trans. Elborg Forster 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), now superseded by the more com prehensive study, 
The Knight, the Lady and the Priest.

Jean-Louis Flandrin, Families in Former Times: Kinship. Household and  Sexuality, trans. Richard 
Southern (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 132. In 1556, a royal edict in France 
disinherited children who married without parental consent. Resistance in England was not reduced by 
Tametsi. See above, n. 39.

Com menting on Sententiae Lib. IV, PL 192:918, Flandrin draws attention to the Lom bard’s use o f 
the term ‘less honest’, not ‘dishonest’, to describe marriages made for love rather than the purpose o f 
procreation: ‘Pourquoi le Maitre des Sentences s ’est-il attache a justifier le mariage d ’am our et non pas 
le mariage d ’argent?’ Fie contrasts the opposing views o f  venality: ‘Nous n ’avons d ’ailleurs guere 
d ’exam ples de peres s’opposant a leurs fils parce qu’ils voulaient se m arier par interet. On pourrait au 
contraire citer de nombreux proces oil un pere veut annuler le mariage d ’am our de son fils.’ Les Amours 
Paysannes: Am our et sexualite dans les campagnes de I 'ancienne France (XYF-XIX^ siecle) (Paris: 
Gallimard / Juillard, 1975), 26.

‘A pretty woman will never make you rich.’ Cited by Flandrin, Am ours Paysannes, 130.
Surprisingly, the Stonor letters reveal more concern with a prospective w ife’s appearance. Thus a go- 
between reports to Sir W illiam Stonor that an informant ‘told me that she was so fowle that Parker wuld 
none o f  her: wherfore my lord thowght she wer nat for you. thowgh she had v c. markes o f  lande’. On 
closer inspection the lady turned out to be ‘but lytyll and sumwhat rownde a good woman and well 
disposid’. though ‘sumtyme vexyd with the moder’, for which childbirth was presumed the cure. The
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In his survey o f  unsentimental marriage negotiations among the late medieval 

English gentry, Colin Richmond detects many kinds o f  love but ‘only one variety o f  

money’. H i s  cynical view  o f  the marriage market was anticipated by contemporary 

poets and preachers:

N ow  3 if  a wom on mared schal be.
Anon heo schal be bo3t and solde.

Fore no loue o f  hert truly,
Bot fore couetyse o f  lond ore gold;

A1 day })ou seest.^'*

Whether English parents were more successful in pre-empting unsuitable marriages is 

impossible to detennine, but the evidence from the courts suggests that the Church 

encountered more parental resistance to its policy in France than in England, at all 

levels o f  society. Charles Donahue records a higher incidence in his English sample o f  

petitions to enforce actual de praesenti marriages, and o f  contractual de futuro 

marriages in his French control g r o u p . A l t h o u g h  the aristocracy were better placed 

to petition the Bishop directly, thus circumventing the consistory court, the pleas to 

enforce de futuro agreements are not inconsistent with marriages planned by parents 

and repudiated by the betrothed. In classical Roman law, betrothals expired i f  they

identity o f the dumpy, hysterical twenty-seven-year-old woman has not been confirmed. Kingsford ’s 
Stonor Letters and Papers, 1290-1483, ed. Christine Carpenter (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1996), no, 290. Some clerics were favourably disposed to female beauty. Giles o f Rome (1247- 
1316) considered that the special responsibility o f royalty to produce exceptional offspring made wifely 
beauty a prerequisite, and ‘for good procreation, she should have a large body’. Peter Biller, The 
Measure o f  Multitude: Population in Medieval Thought (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 2000), 345.

Colin Richmond, The Paston Family in the Fifteenth Century: Endings (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2000), 54. The Venetian visitor to late medieval England, however, detected no 
indication o f love at any level o f society, but found ubiquitous evidence of ‘the power of money’. 
Relation... o f  the Island o f  England, trans. Sneyd, 24.

‘De matrimonio mulierum’, The Poems o f  John Audelay, ed. Ella Keats Whiting, EETS o.s. 184 
(London, 1931), 11. 8-12. C f ‘If a mayde be to wedde, the furste thynge that a man woll aske -  what 
her frendes woll 3eve to mary here wyth: and but they acorde ther in ... they kepe not o f here. It semeth, 
then, they wedden the goodes more than the womman.’ Oxford, MS Bodl. 95 fol. 12. Cited by G. R. 
Owst, Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England (New York: Bames and Noble, 1966), 381.

Charles Donahue, Jr., ‘The Canon Law on the Formation o f Marriage and Social Practice in the Later 
Middle Ages’, Journal o f  Family History 8 (1983): 144-58.
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were neither activated nor renewed within two years o f the agreement.^^ Medieval 

French courts, however, regularly convicted couples o f ‘overlong engagement’, 

sentencing them to marry within a specified time.^^ The penalty o f condempnatio 

matrimonialis clearly breached the Lombard’s distinction incorporated in the decretals 

o f Alexander III, which made unconsummated de futuro  marriages unenforceable.

Alexander’s decretals established the formative principle o f consent to marriage;^* 

even the unfree, following a ruling by the English Pope Adrian IV (1154-59), had an 

inalienable right to marry according to their will. But there were limits to this 

universal freedom. Christians could not marry outside the faith; those in major orders, 

avowed celibates and those below the canonical age o f  consent were not permitted to 

marry at all; those who had contracted marriage de praesenti could not then marry 

someone else; no one could marry anyone to whom he or she was related within the 

prohibited degree by blood, marriage, betrothal, sexual intercourse, or by spiritual 

kinship o f baptism or confirmation. The impediment o f consanguinity or affinity was 

by far the greatest matrimonial obstacle. In Mosaic Law the rules o f incest are clearly 

enumerated: a man may not marry any o f his immediate female relatives with the 

doubtful exception o f  his daughter. But the eleventh-century Gregorian refonns 

extended the prohibition to kinship within the seventh degree. The magic number, 

borrowed from Roman inheritance law, was justified, in the seventh century, by 

Isidore’s analogical argument from Old Testament cosmology. Calculating the 

degrees o f consanguinity must have taxed most people’s tenuous grasp o f arithmetic 

or genealogy. Worse still, at Peter Damian’s behest, the Church adopted the Germanic

Brundage, Law, Sex, an d  Christian Society, 34,
Gottlieb, ‘Clandestine Marriage’, 64.
Orsy, M arriage in Canon Law, 26.
Leviticus 18:6-18 and Lev. 20 passim. Mother, stepmother, mother-in-law, aunt, sister, half-sister, 

stepsister, stepdaughter, daughter-in-law and granddaughter are all proscribed. The Vulgate rendering 
o f  18:17 ( ‘turpitudinem uxoris tuae et filiae eius non revelabis’ as ‘thou shalt not uncover the nakedness 
o f  thy w ife  and her daughter’) im plies a relationship o f  affinity rather than consanguinity.



rather than Isidore’s Roman computation.^*^ The Germanic method was unidirectional, 

counting generations rather than acts of generation, effectively doubling the range o f 

prohibited degrees. Assuming a base fertility o f one child o f each sex in a couple in 

every generation, Flandrin has calculated that a youth would be prohibited from 

marrying any o f 2,731 cousins of his generation, which doubtless vastly exceeded the 

number of nubile girls in his vicinity.^' The inclusion of spiritual kin would certainly 

destroy any lingering hope of legal marriage.

This additio ad absurdum has attracted much cynical criticism of ecclesiastical 

motives. Maitland attributed the ruling to the ‘idle ingenuities of men who are

amusing themselves by inventing a game o f skill which is to be played with neatly

62drawn tables o f affinity and doggerel hexameters’. Jack Goody’s historical 

materialist interpretation emphasises the incalculable increase in Church revenue as a 

result of this ruling that rendered any endogamous marriage incestuous. Since an 

aristocrat could only have met his match within his extended family, the unmarried 

and heirless landlord, impeded by inheritance laws on the transfer o f property, would 

necessarily bequeath his estate to the C hurch .T ransgresso rs could be persuaded to 

make restitution by paying handsomely for their canonical offence. The Church 

viewed such acquisitions not as misbegotten gains but as diligent bequests in lieu of 

charitable marriage. Gratian explains the ruling on exogamy by appealing to 

Augustine: ‘Copulatio igitur maris et feminae, quantum attinet ad genus humanum.

^  Under Roman rules, I am related to my father in the first degree, my brother in the second, my uncle 
in the third, and first cousin in the fourth degree; in the Germanic system, I am related to my brother in 
the first degree, my first cousin in the second, second cousin in the third, and third cousin in the fourth. 
The genealogical calculation is clearly expounded by Jack Goody in The Developm ent o f  the Family 
and M arriage in Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 134—46.

Flandrin, Families in Former Times, 24. When the prohibition was reduced to the fourth degree, the 
number o f  prohibited persons was restricted to 88 o f  the same generation.

Pollock and Maitland, History o f  English Law, 389.
Goody, Development o f  the Family, chapter 6.
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quoddam seminarium est karitatis’,̂ "̂  (Therefore the union o f male and female, as far 

as it concerns the human race, is a kind o f seedbed o f charity). Such charity requires a 

great deal o f latitude; it may begin at home, but must extend through marriage as far 

as possible from its origin. On an island the size of Ireland, its range was clearly 

circumscribed. Thus, in 1415, Edmund, Earl of March and Ulster, desirous o f 

children, was granted a dispensation ‘to marry a fit woman related to him in the third 

degree o f kindred or affinity’.̂  ̂ In 1469, the Archbishop o f Armagh likewise 

petitioned the Pope for a dispensation from impediments o f consanguinity. His 

vicarious appeal for Enri O Neill explained low standards in high places, ‘because 

they can rarely find their equals in nobility, with whom they can fittingly contract 

marriage, outside the degrees o f consanguinity and a f f i n i t y . I n  fourteenth-century 

Genoa, however, the consanguineous marriage between Tropa Cattaneo and his 

impoverished aristocratic bride Salvagia Lercari, received no such dispensation from 

Benedict XII, who evidently did not accept that a marriage without a dowry was a 

shameful secret ‘best kept within the family’. ’̂ The noble preoccupation with 

avoiding disparagement^** -  in the primary meaning o f the term, ‘an unequal marriage’ 

-  led to a gradual relaxation o f the rules. A relationship within the sixth or seventh 

degree was admitted as an ‘impedient’ but not a ‘diriment’ impediment, a discovery

C.35 q.l c.un., Friedberg, 1:1262. Brundage points out that this is a misquotation o f  Augustine’s 
quoddam seminarium civitatis {Civitas Dei, 15.16). Law, Sex, and Christian Society, 239.
“  CPI (1404-15), VI, 456.

TCD MS 557 xi. 778-80. Cited by Art Cosgrove, ‘Marriage in Medieval Ireland’, in M arriage in 
Ireland (Dublin: College Press, 1985), 30. Irish incest was legendary: it was condemned variously by 
Giraldus Cambrensis, Lanfranc, and Alexander III who endorsed on these grounds the original English 
incursion into Ireland. Marriage negotiations among the English gentry usually began close to home. 
Thus, in Eric Acheson’s survey o f the late medieval Leicestershire, 59 per cent o f  daughters and 53 per 
cent o f  sons were espoused to families within the county. The families were most likely not only 
acquainted, as Acheson suggests, but related by consanguinity or affinity. A Gentry Community: 
Leicestershire in the Fifteenth Century, c .I422 -c .l485  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1992), 156. In the search for a suitable marriage partner it was nevertheless preferable to cross county 
rather than class boundaries. Gentry Community, 159.

Hughes, ‘From Brideprice to Dowry’, 285.
Thus, the voluntarily disparaged Roger Wentworth and his wife Margery sued for the retrospective 

solemnisation o f  the marriage they had contracted clandestinely because ‘being unequal in nobility, 
they feared the scandals that might arise between their kinsmen and friends’. CPL (1427-^7), VIII, 601.
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that enabled marriages made in innocence to continue unopposed but prohibited those 

that had not yet proceeded beyond betrothal. Ignorance not o f  the law but o f the facts 

was an excuse. In 1215, conceding the impracticality o f  the legislation, the Fourth 

Lateran Council reduced the prohibition to four degrees; the comforting choice, 

justified by humoral and elemental analogy, was not yet close enough for the relief o f 

the extended 6  Neill clan.

It should in any case have been difficult for any late medieval English parishioner 

to remain in ignorance o f the minimum requirements o f  canon law on Christian 

marriage. Archbishop Pecham’s Lambeth Constitutions o f 1281 specified that clerics 

preach four times a year inter alia on the Seven S a c ra m e n ts .A s  well as impressing 

on the laity the indissolubility o f  marriage, parish priests were enjoined to instruct 

them in the correct calculation o f the degrees o f kinship. The influential Lay Folks ’ 

Catechism, the popular translation o f Archbishop Thoresby’s 1357 Latin constitutions 

deriving from Pecham’s decree, expounded the rules for the benefit o f ‘lewed’ clergy 

and their congregation. Enterprising poet-preachers devised imaginative solutions to 

the problem o f enlivening the course o f  instruction. The Kentish Austin Canon 

William o f Shoreham waxed lyrical on the numerous legal impediments to marriage, 

dedicating a quarter o f his vigorous poem to the seventh sacrament, while his 

Shropshire confrere John Mirk inserted in a discussion o f the union o f Adam and Eve 

not only the requisite caution against consanguinity but also the supererogatory advice 

on the companionate marriage o f  social equals, iy k e  o f  age, lyk o f  condicions, and 

lyk o f burth; for |)ereos J5ese ben acordyng, it is lyk to fare wel, and ellys not’.̂ ^

F. M. Powicke and C. R. Cheney, eds., Councils and Synods with other Documents relating to the 
English Church, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), 900-5. The preaching mandate also specified 
the Articles o f  Faith, Ten Commandments, Corporal Works o f  Mercy, Seven Sins and Seven Virtues.
™ The Poems o f  William o f  Shoreham, ed. M. Konrath, EETS e.s. 86 (London, 1902), stanzas 224-306; 
‘Sermo de nupcijs’ in M irk’s Festial: A Collection o f  Homilies, ed. Theodor Erbe, EETS e.s. 96 
(London, 1905), 290.
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Flandrin believes that advice on the avoidance o f incest was superfluous in France: 

expressions in common parlance indicate familiarity with cousins german.^' But if 

contemporary English court records attest an occasional overfamiliarity with cousins 

german, they also show a working knowledge of the rules o f engagement and, more 

contentiously, o f disengagement. Maitland’s low opinion o f the abilities o f  canon 

lawyers prejudiced his account o f medieval marriage. While the canonists provided a 

legal escape clause from unwelcome marriage, the facility was less freely available 

than cynics might suggest. As Helmholz judiciously remarks, ‘The rich could afford to

I")
discover the impediment. The poor could not.’ “ Consanguinity was not in fact the 

commonest cause o f complaint before the ecclesiastical courts. In most cases, to 

paraphrase Thom Gunn, litigation consisted in discovering whether the marriage 

existed. The majority o f plaintiffs sought enforcement o f existing marriages.

Although the outcome o f  many o f these cases is unrecorded, enforcement suits seem 

to have been more successful than requests for dissolution. In the absence o f 

compelling evidence to the contrary, there was always the presumption o f matrimony. 

Di\ orce, as we know it, was not an option. A marriage could be terminated either a 

vinculo (annulment ‘from the bond’), permitting remarriage, or a mensa et thoro 

(judicial separation ‘from board and bed’), refusing each party the right to remarry 

during the other’s lifetime. Proven impediments o f consanguinity, precontract and 

impotence were grounds for annulment; pleas of heresy, adultery or cruelty were 

eligible only for separation. The attention paid in recent years to the arresting cases o f 

impotence exaggerates their frequency. Medieval plaintiffs, to the chagrin o f the

Flandrin, F am ilies in F orm er Times, 26. Conor McCarthy’s scepticism  o f  consanguineous marriages 
made in innocence fails to distinguish between knowledge o f  kinship and familiarity with the 
prohibitions. M arriage  in M edieva l England, 128.

R. H. Helm holz. The O xford H istory o f  the Laws o f  England, vol. 1, The Canon L aw  and  
E cclesiastical Jurisdiction from  597  to the 1640s (Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 2004), 543.

Helmholz, M arriage L itigation , 79.
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prurient reader o f ‘sexed-up’ history, all too rarely washed their linen, sullied or not, 

in public.

Despite M aitland’s little love for canon law, a married woman might be grateful 

for its provision, in as much as it granted her the right denied by civil law: to initiate 

proceedings on her own behalf Some studies indicate the numerical supremacy o f 

female plaintiffs in marriage litigation. Charles Donahue’s survey o f fourteenth- 

century York cause papers finds that more women brought marriage enforcement suits 

but achieved a lower success rate than men. Female plaintiffs apparently pursued their 

cases to judgement regardless o f the likely outcome, encouraging Donahue’s surmise 

that ‘women seem to have valued marriage qua marriage more than did male 

litigants’. I n  Shannon M cSheffrey’s sample o f fifteenth-century cases fi-om the 

Consistory and Commissary Courts o f London, however, two-thirds o f enforcement 

orders were sought by men, inducing her to query the received opinion that ‘marriage 

was more advantageous for women’. F o r  a woman seeking to terminate a marriage 

the danger in bringing a charge o f  adultery against her husband was that, should the 

case be dismissed, she rendered herself liable to prosecution. Cruelty was thus more 

frequently cited as grounds for separation. A woman suffered no adverse legal 

consequences for failure to convince the court o f her husband’s abusive behaviour, but 

she risked more punitive treatment from him if  the court underestimated the gravity o f

The unfortunate John o f  York, whose failure to achieve penile erection under public examination, 
enjoys posthumous celebrity status among historians. See Jeremy Goldberg, ‘John Skathelok’s Dick: 
Voyeurism and “Pornography” in Late Medieval England’, in M edieval Obscenities, ed. Nicola 
McDonald (Woodbridge: York Medieval Press, 2006), 105-23; Helmholz, M arriage Litigation, 89; 
Jacqueline Murray, ‘On the Origins and Role o f  “W ise Women” in Causes for Annulment on the 
Grounds o f  Male Impotence’, JoMrna/ o f  M edieval History 16 (1990): 235—49. Helmholz has criticised 
Murray’s portrayal o f ‘wise women’ as medieval sex therapists. Helmholz, Oxford History, 549.

Charles Donahue, Jr., ‘Female Plaintiffs in Marriage Cases in the Court o f  York in the Later Middle 
Ages: What Can We Learn from the Numbers?’ in Wife and Widow in M edieval England, ed. Sue 
Sheridan Walker (Ann Arbor: University o f  Michigan Press, 1993), 197.

Love and M arriage in Late M edieval London, ed. and trans. Shannon McSheffrey (Kalamazoo, 
Mich.: Medieval Institute Publications, 1995), 8.
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the offence.^^ We can imagine the homecoming o f Margery Nesfeld, the York plaintiff 

whose action for marital violence was rejected, in 1396, in favour o f her husband’s

78defence o f reasonable chastisement o f his wife’s ‘rebellion’. Whereas a French 

ecclesiastical judge was an agent o f  law enforcement, in England he was concerned 

more with mediation, even if he appears to us ‘a rather heavy-handed marriage 

counsellor’.A m o n g  the more laborious judgements are the prescriptions to perform 

opera conjugalia, the ‘works o f marriage’, such as the feckless Isabella Montayn was 

ordered, in 1397, to render to her Hereford h u sband .S epara tion  did not acquit either 

spouse o f demands for sexual service. Thus a decree a mensa et thoro directed the 

defendant to ‘pay the conjugal debt to the plaintiff in her father’s house one night each 

week and to keep [this obligation] faithfully, until we shall order otherwise’.*' In an 

equitable gesture o f  papal compassion, according to his apologists, delinquent 

husbands and wives were regularly subject to orders o f  good marital behaviour.*” 

Noonan asks whether the coerced love so often enjoined in the decretals o f Alexander

o  -j

111, was psychologically conceivable. If Christ could command the love o f one’s 

neighbour, a pontiff could surely insist on the love o f one’s spouse.

Conjugal love might be imposed, but consent to marriage ostensibly could not. 

Children below the age o f  seven could not be betrothed; before the nominal age o f

The deterrents may have been even greater in Italy: in the episcopal court o f  Lucca no woman  
presented her husband for adultery; neither did any woman bring a suit for desertion or cruelty. M eek, 
‘W om en, the Church and the Law ’, 87.

N esfeld  c. N esfeld . Cited by P. J. P. Goldberg, ‘Fiction in the Archives: the York Cause Papers as a 
Source for Later M edieval Social H istory’, Continuity and C hange  12 (1997): 4 3 8 -3 9 . A partial 
transcript o f  the case appears in translation in Women in E ngland c .1275 -1525 : D ocum entary Sources, 
ed. Goldberg (Manchester: M anchester University Press, 1985), 1 4 1 ^ 2 .

Helm holz, M arriage L itigation , 101.
Andrew Finch, 'R epulsa uxore sua: Marital Difficulties and Separation in the Later M iddle A ges’, 

C ontinuity and Change  8 (1993): 21.
Cited by Brundage, Law, Sex, and Christian Society, 505. The consum m ation o f  the marriage, 

according to Gratian, established a lifelong marital debt. Consent to marital sex  was irrevocable. 
Brundage, ‘Implied Consent to Intercourse’, in Consent and C oercion to Sex an d  M arriage in Ancient 
an d  M edieva l S ocieties, ed, Angeliki E. Laiou (Washington, D.C. Dumbarton Oaks, 1993), 249.

Charles Duggan, ‘Equity and Compassion in Papal Marriage Decretals to England’, in L ove and  
M arriage in the Twelfth Century, ed. Van Hoecke and W elkenhuysen, 5 9 -8 7 .

N oonan, ‘Marital A ffection’, 503.
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puberty -  twelve for a girl, fourteen for a boy -  they could not be married against their 

will. Gratian explicitly rejected the marriage o f  minors:

Ubi non est consensus utriusque, non est coniugium. Ergo qui pueris dant 
puellas in cunabulis, et e conuerso, nichil faciunt, nisi uterque puerorum post, 
quam venerit ad tempus discretionis, consentiat, etiamsi pater et mater hoc 
fecerint et uoluerint.

(Where there is no consent o f  either, there is no marriage. Therefore those who 
give girls to boys in marriage, and conversely, effect nothing, unless each o f  
the children after reaching the age o f discretion, consents, even if  the father and 
mother have done this and consented to it.)

But the Council o f  Westminster (1175), canon 18, added to this ruling a rider that 

effectively revoked it. The marriage o f minors might be upheld in cases o f urgent 

necessity pro bono p a d s  ( ‘for the good o f peace’), a critical exception incorporated in

o c

the decretals o f Gregory IX. Complaints o f  the impediment o f minority were further 

inhibited by statute o f limitation. An eleven-ycar-old girl’s claim o f coerced consent 

was rejected by Clement III (1187-91) on the grounds that her marriage o f eighteen 

months invalidated the objection.*^ A year and a half was long enough to presume

87coition, affording retroactive consent. No such statute o f  limitation, cohabitation or

C.30 q.2 c.un., Friedberg, 1:1100.
Cited in M ichael M. Sheehan, ‘M arriage Theory and Practice in the Conciliar Legislation and 

Diocesan Statutes o f  Medieval England’, in M arriage, Fam ily and  Law, 122.
Noonan. ‘Power to Choose’, 432.
In the case o f  the betrothal o f  minors, it was custom ary in late medieval England to postpone the 

consummation until the girl had reached the age o f  16. Thus Elizabeth Clifford, carried into the chapel 
for her betrothal to the Plumpton heir when she was ‘bot o f  six yeres o f  age’ -  doubtless better able to 
walk than to withhold her consent -  and widowed before the age o f  ten, was married, by prior 
agreement, to the younger Plumpton, when she was twelve; ‘and the said Sir W illiam promised the said 
Lord Clyfford that they should not lygg togedder till she cam e to the age o f  xvj yeres’. Plumpton  
Letters, ed. Kirby, 229-30. Elizabeth was eighteen when she gave birth to the first o f her two daughters, 
the subjects o f  the female entail cited above, n. 43. The marriage o f  m inors seems to have occurred 
more frequently among the English landed gentry than am ong town-dwellers. P. J. P. Goldberg, 
‘M arriage, M igration, and Servanthood: The York Cause Paper Evidence’, in Women in M edieval 
English Society, ed. Goldberg (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 1997), 8. In K. B. M cFarlane’s benign 
interpretation, landowners arranged marriages for their infant children to guard against any future 
exercise o f  the royal or seigneurial right o f  wardship and marriage. The Nobility o f  Later M edieval 
England  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), 77.
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copulation disbarred pleas o f precontract. A woman might contract in haste and repent

g o
at leisure after twenty years o f fruitfiilly remarried life.

On the question o f  coercion Gratian concluded: ‘His auctoritatibus euidenter 

ostenditur, quod nisi libera uoluntate nulla est copulanda alicui’,*‘̂ (By these 

authorities it is evident that no woman should be married to anyone unless by her free 

will). Noonan points to the haste with which the master terminated the discussion 

without considering the canonical case for com pulsion .C oercion  seems to have been 

the source o f some embarrassment to the Church. In Roman law raptus (forcible 

abduction) was a property offence -  the theft o f paternal property -  and it was Gratian 

him self who designated rape a sexual offence.*^' But wives, fiancees and harlots shared 

the legal disability o f being barred from bringing a charge o f rape against the 

perpetrator.^' As coitus, following Gratian, perfected a marriage or, following the 

decretalists, confirmed future consent, the unfortunate betrothed would be bound to a 

marriage to which she had never assented, despite Gratian’s assurance to the contrary. 

The canonists failed to close the legal loophole exploited earlier in the twelfth century 

by Christina o f Markyate’s parents, whose crude attempts to arrange her rape by the 

man to whom they had betrothed her against her will were designed to enforce her 

marriage.*^^ The obdurate Christina foiled the assault by reputedly spending the night 

hanging from a curtain hook, concealed rather more discreetly than Polonius behind 

the arras. A rape victim who had the good fortune not to be akin to her assailant, in

H elm holz, Oxford H istory, 528.
C .3 1 q.2 d.p.c.4, Friedberg, 1:1114.
Noonan, ‘Power to C hoose’, 422. The locus classicus o f  the case for coercion, or at least for the 

indissolubility o f  marriage, is Jerome’s rebuff o f  an entreaty from Amandus on behalf o f  a victim  o f  
raptus (Letter 55; PL  22 :56 2 -6 3 ), which Gratian cites at C.32 q.7 c.7 rather than in the above section.

‘Raptus est illicitus coitus’. C .27 q.2 c.48, Friedberg, 1:1077. The abduction o f  a nun seem s to have 
remained a provincial property offence. C.27 q. 1 c.30, Friedberg 1:1057. In taking the veil, a nun 
surrendered her right o f  inheritance and herself became the property o f  the convent to which she could  
be forcibly returned unless she could prove that her vow  had been made under duress.

Brundage, ‘Rape and Marriage in the Medieval Canon Law’, in Sex, Law  an d  M arriage, no. VIII.
The Life o f  Christina o f  M arkyate: A Twelfth Century Recluse, ed. and trans. C. H. Talbot (Oxford, 

1959. reprint, Toronto: University o f  Toronto Press. Medieval A cadem y Reprints for Teaching, 1998).
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order to clear herself o f  the suspicion o f  complicity, had to furnish evidence o f 

irresistible force, that is, force sufficient to move constantem, ‘a constant m an’, or 

even woman. Roman law prohibited the subsequent marriage o f the ravisher and his 

victim, but canon law permitted such a union, subject to his penance and her consent. 

Sceptical clerics sometimes smelt something verminous behind the wedding veil, 

suspecting that the putative rape had been contrived to circumvent parental opposition 

to a desired union.

Despite its disavowal o f coercion, the Church was itself responsible for 

compelling some couples to marry. A series o f  thirteenth-century English synodal 

statutes ordered notorious fornicators to swear to desist on pain o f marriage. This 

abjuration sub pena nubendi was an indigenous solution to the problem o f 

concubinage, unauthorised by any decretals and unparalleled in any other Christian 

country.*^”* Sheehan has remarked on the irony o f using the promise verba de fu turo -  

‘that most fragile bond in conscience and law ’ -  to effect a marriage.*^^ Resistance to 

these ex officio orders came not only from the unwilling victims, but also from 

lawyers defending their competence. Whereas matrimonial litigation was reserved for 

judges experienced in the canon law on marriage, the correction o f sexual 

misdemeanours devolved to lesser ecclesiastical luminaries. The canonists were 

aggrieved that any clerical functionary could impose a suspended sentence o f 

marriage on sexual o ffen d e rs .W h e th e r couples ceased to fornicate or clerics ceased 

to care, the last order was called at the end o f  the fifteenth century.

The nearest equivalent is the French custom o f  reducing the fine for fornication if  the offenders 
agreed to marry. Gottlieb discovered 110 cases in late fifteenth-century ecclesiastical court records in 
Troyes and Champagne. ‘Clandestine Marriage’, 57-58.

Sheehan. ‘The Formation and Stability o f  Marriage in Fourteenth-Century England: Evidence o f  an 
Ely Register’, in Marriage, Family and Law, 68.

Helmholz, ‘Abjuration sub pena nubendi in the Church Courts o f  Medieval England’, in Canon Law  
and the Law o f  England {London: Hambledon Press, 1987), 151.
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The avoidance o f marriage did not necessarily indicate concubinage. In a seminal 

study in the 1960s, J. Hajnal traced to the seventeenth century a distinctively 

European pattern o f postponed marriage for each sex -  significantly so for women -  

and a high incidence o f non-marriage. He surmised that medieval Europe probably 

conformed to the non-European pattern of teenage women marrying men o f  an older 

g en e ra tio n .S ev era l historians o f the Middle Ages have since argued, on the basis o f 

legal and fiscal evidence, for the backdating o f the European pattern at least as far as 

the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, when companionate marriages o f couples in

98their mid-twenties were common. But P. J. P. Goldberg’s assertion that multi-party 

actions (where there are two claimants to a legitimate marriage with the same man or 

woman) ‘could never have existed in the world o f child brides and arranged 

marriages’ is unsustainable.'^*^ A betrothal did not necessarily foreclose the bidding for 

the bride or groom. Moreover his inference that companionate mari'iages must have 

been freely chosen is tendentious: consent to marriage does not imply freedom of 

choice. A multiplicity o f factors may determine the choice o f  when, whom, and above 

all whether to marry. The Church concerned itself only with the moral principle o f 

free consent in marriage; the ancillary business of social and economic causes and 

consequences devolved to the offices o f state. Parental pressure was admissible 

evidence in a case o f  coercion; poverty was no e x c u s e . G o l d b e r g  addresses the

J. Hajnal, ‘European Marriage Patterns in Perspective’, in Population in History: Essays in Historical 
Demography, ed. D. V. Glass and D. E. C. Eversley (London: Edward Arnold, 1965): 101^ 3 .

In the absence o f  English poll tax returns prior to the Black Death, proposed ages at first marriage are 
largely speculative. Henrietta Leyser, M edieval Women: A Social History o f  Women in England, 400- 
1500 (London: Phoenix Press, 1996), 160-61. Mindful o f tax-evasion and the notorious under
recording o f  women, Mark Bailey questions the usefulness o f  poll tax returns as a source o f  information 
on marriage. ‘Demographic Decline in Late Medieval England: Some Thoughts on Recent Research’, 
Economic History Review  49 (1996): 8.

Goldberg does nonetheless concede the possibility o f parental pressure. P. J. P. Goldberg, ‘Female 
Labour, Service and Marriage in the Late Medieval Urban North’, Northern History 22 (1986): 26-21.

Nor was prostitution mitigated by fear o f destitution. The only defence acceptable to the Church was 
parental coercion. Brundage, ‘Prostitution in the Medieval Canon Law’, in Sexual Practices, ed. 
Bullough and Brundage, 154.
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economic factors governing a woman’s ‘choice’ at the expense o f the parental

influence that might inform or dictate her consent. He relates delayed marriage to

women’s economic situation; enthusiasm for matrimony varied in inverse proportion

to employment prospects, implying that early marriages must have been made for

money not love.'* '̂ David Herlihy, however, invokes the ‘decision theory’ o f

economists to account for a woman’s early marriage: it would be the rational response

102to the shortage o f eligible men. While entry to a convent was obstructed by the 

price o f admission, in the late Middle Ages, those who could best afford it were least 

likely to do so.'*̂  ̂The twelfth-century renaissance o f religious opportunities for 

women had ceded to the thirteenth-century reformation o f married women’s property 

rights in England, when they were legally stripped o f their assets on marriage, 

surrendering goods and chattels to their husbands’ ownership.'*’"* Although the widow 

may have had her mite restored by Magna Carta in 1215, it was a poor incentive for 

matrimony. Hence, Herlihy locates the turning point for European marriage patterns to

Bailey criticises the perceived prejudice that ‘marriage effectively marked the end o f  a w om an’s life 
as an economic agent’, but his objection that women could and did combine marriage with ‘casual 
em ploym ent’ would seem to devalue that agency. ‘D em ographic D ecline’, 14. Mavis E. M ate believes 
that Goldberg overstates w om en’s marital options and earning capacity. She contends that many 
women rem ained single out o f  dem ographic necessity not econom ic choice. Daughters, Wives and  
Widows after the B lack Death: Women in Sussex, 1350-1535  (W oodbridge: Boydell Press, 1998), 39.

David Herlihy, M edieval H ouseholds (Cambridge, Mass.: H arvard University Press, 1985), 103.
In Barbara J. H arris’s survey o f  aristocratic women in the period im m ediately preceding the 

Dissolution, only 2 per cent becam e nuns, while 94 per cent married. English Aristocratic Women, 
1450-1550: M arriage and Family, Property and Careers (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 2002), 11, 
18. Though gentlewom en may have been m arginally m ore disadvantaged by the lost opportunity,
Josiah Cox Russell m aintained that the opportunities for women were in fact never great. Even before 
the plague, on his estimate, there were only 4,831 nuns, adding, ‘women are usually regarded as more 
susceptible than men and in this, a most religious age, we find ten clerks to every woman entering 
religion’. ‘The Clerical Population o f  Medieval England’, Traditio 2 (1944): 181.

They were also legally -  and not always willingly -  stripped o f  their assets on entry to the religious 
life. Thus M argaret de Prestwich was allegedly forced into a Benedictine nunnery at the age o f  eight. 
She must have been a precocious child, as she later claim ed to have feigned illness on the day o f  her 
profession so as to avoid her legal disinheritance as a religious, but was carried into the church against 
her will, and her habit blessed. Accused o f  apostasy after fleeing the nunnery and marrying, her 
testim ony was accepted and, in 1383, she was released from her original vow. Her inheritance was 
presumably reinstated and transm itted to her husband. F. Donald Logan, Runaway Religious in 
M edieval England, c .1240-1540  (Cambridge: Cam bridge University Press, 1996), 259.
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c. 1200, whereas Goldberg postpones it to the second half o f  the fourteenth century, 

beyond the Black Death, when her services were at a premium in the workplace.

Working wom en’s response to marriage in the late Middle Ages can only be 

inferred from statistical evidence, but in 1492, one Florentine woman who committed 

herself to domestic service ‘forever’ was explicit about her motives. Her receptive 

employer, who punctiliously records her parents’ consent, reports Caterina’s 

willingness to serve for life, because ‘she does not in any manner want a husband’. 

The terms and conditions o f  domestic service suggest vassalage rather than forced 

labour. Servile wom en in medieval England who may have shared Caterina’s aversion 

to marriage did not normally enjoy the luxury o f  choice. W idows o f  bondmen might 

be directed to marry so as to ensure the supply o f the essential labour services, 

while merchet or marriage fees were demanded o f  the daughters, even o f  freemen 

holding customary tenure, for the right to marry at all.'*’* As the standard proof o f  

servility merchet was zealously exacted, but the sum was arbitrary, ranging from 18t/ 

to as much as 205, depending perhaps on the tenant’s perceived p r o s p e r i t y . W a s  it 

delight or desperation that induced Marion atte Nash to pay her marriage licence fee

David Herlihy, ‘The M edieval Marriage M arket’, in The Social History o f  Italy and Western Europe, 
700-1500: Collected Studies (London: Variorum, 1978), no. XIV. P. J. P. Goldberg, Women, Work, 
and Life Cycle in a M edieval Economy: Women in York and Yorkshire, c .1300-1520  (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1992), 272-79. Goldberg maintains that an economic slump in the fifteenth century 
robbed poorer women o f  their alternative to marriage.

Cited by Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, ‘Female Celibacy and Service in Florence in the Fifteenth 
C entury’, in Women, Family, and Ritual in Renaissance Italy, trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (Chicago and 
London: University o f  Chicago Press. 1985), 165. Although unusual, the case is not unique: in 1499, 
identical sentiments are attributed to a certain Marietta. ‘Female Celibacy’, n. 2.

According to Sheehan, citing J. Ambrose Raftis, marriage requirements for widows are not recorded 
after 1300. ‘Canon Law and English Institutions’, 'm Marriage, Family, and Law\ 36.

Zvi Razi finds that 30 per cent o f  fines recorded in the W est Midlands Halesowen manorial court 
rolls between 1293 and 1348 were for marriages contracted without permission. M arriage and Death in 
a M edieval Parish: Economy, Society and Demography in Halesowen, 1270-1400  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1980), 46. Jean Scammell maintains that, in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries, a single paym ent o f merchet offered a ‘better bargain’ for the peasant than the annual tax it 
replaced, ‘if  only because he might never pay it’, opting instead for the cheaper expedient o f 
concubinage. ‘Freedom and M aniage in Medieval England’, Economic History Review  27 (1974): 535.

R. H. Hilton: A M edieval Society: The West Midlands at the End o f  the Thirteenth Century (London: 
W eidenfeld andN icolson, 1966), 145.
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o f 8<i-  ‘no more,’ the Alciston court records, ‘because she has nothing’?"*’ Eleanor

Searle controversially presented the seigneurial right to determine a girl’s choice o f

marriage partner as a reasonable exercise o f  lordly control o f  succession to the

tenancy, whereas her critics have claimed that landlords were entirely unconcerned

with the identity o f  a girl’s husband, regarding merchet merely as a windfall tax." '

Elaine Clark, however, has adduced evidence from Norfolk manorial court rolls o f

payments made by widows and by tenants on a daughter’s behalf for defiance o f the

mandate to marry the spouse selected by the seigneur. They paid, it seems, little and

112often for the right o f  refiasal. This particular droit de seigneur seems not to have

long survived the Peasants’ Rising."^ Annulments o f  coerced marriages. Sue Sheridan 

Walker asserts, generally implicate parents rather than lords, although her findings 

pertain only to feudal wards whose guardianship was clearly a rich source o f  

revenue."'' Most remarkably, she detects no incongruity between the principle o f free 

consent and the compensation o f a guardian for his loss o f unearned income."^

As long as an unmarried daughter remained under the protection o f parents or 

guardians it was virtually impossible to ensure her immunity from force, fear or even

' Mate,  Daughters, Wives and Widows, 91.
Eleanor Searle, ‘Seigneurial Control of Women’s Marriage: The Antecedents and Function of 

Merchet in England’, Past and Present 82 (1979): 3—43; Paul A. Brand and Paul R. Hyams, ‘Debate: 
Seigneurial Control o f Women’s Marriage’, Past and Present 99 (1983): 123-33. Rosamond Faith 
claims that payment o f  merchet is rarely recorded from the end of the fourteenth century. ‘Debate’, 
133-48.
' Elaine Clark, ‘The Decision to Marry in Thirteenth- and Early Fourteenth-Century Norfolk’, 
Mediaeval Studies 49 (1987): 496-516.
' '■’ Ravi reports violent resistance to the payment of merchet by customary tenants at Romsley, in 1386, 
forcing the besieged abbot to cancel the fees. Where 57 marriage fines are recorded in the rolls between 
1349 and 1385, there is one entry thereafter for the remaining century. Life, Marriage and Death, 132.
' This is hardly surprising given that feudal tenants had access only to manorial courts. Sue Sheridan 
Walker, ‘Free Consent and the Marriage o f Feudal Wards in Medieval England’, Journal o f  Medieval 

8 (1982): 123-34.
' In 1562, the adult Joan Whittall used her own earned income in a belated bid to dissolve her 
underage and apparently unconsummated marriage. The delay in bringing the case to court was 
ascribed by her father to her erstwhile poverty: ‘and nowe she hath gotten somwhat in Seruice, and 
nowe spendes hit in triall of the Lawe’. Child-Marriages, Divorces, and Ratifications, etc. in the 
Diocese o f  Chester, A..D . 1561-6 and Entries from the M ayors' Books, Chester, ed. Frederick J. 
Fumivall, EETS o.s. 108 (London, 1897), 12. Joan’s father frankly admitted to his mercenary motives 
in matchmaking: ‘they were maried biecause she shold have had bie hym a prety bargane’.
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favour to marry the man o f their choice. Noonan points to the absence o f any effective

sanctions: ‘the only social consequence o f coercion was a null m arriage’."^ Parents

were not indicted for child abuse. Autti and Beatrix could subject Christina, an

avowed virgin, to attempted rape; Agnes Paston could lock up her recalcitrant

daughter, leaving Elizabeth ‘betyn onys in ĵ e weke or twyes, and som tyme twyes on

o day, and hir hed broken in to or thre places’;"^ while Margaret Paston might keep

the autonomously married Margery under house arrest for two years. But it was not

only teenage daughters who were at their families’ disposal. Widows were rarely

permitted the Pauline prerogative to marry, or not to marry, according to their will.

Despite their implicit preference for continence, few canonists condoned Jerom e’s

118blistering attack on dogs who returned to their vomit. Canon law upheld the 

principle o f volition, but in practice it often proved unenforceable. In 1443, a York 

widow, Christian Harrington, successfully sued for the annulment o f her second 

marriage on the grounds o f coercion by her brother-in-law, who had threatened to 

disinherit her if  she refused to wed Thomas Saville."^ Wards and widows who were 

not sold to the highest bidder still risked kidnap. An early Tudor statute, ‘Agaynst 

taking awaye o f Women agaynst theire Willes’ (1487), signally failed to protect the

Noonan, ‘Power to Choose’, 433.
Paston Letters and Papers o f  the Fifteenth Century, ed. Norman Davis, 2 vols. (1976; reprint, EETS 

s.s. 21, Oxford, 2004), II, no. 446.
For apostates who renounced religion for the world, however, there was no such dispensation. Thus 

Whethamstede, the dyspeptic abbot o f St Albans, forced against his better judgment to permit the 
departure o f  one o f  his monks, dismissed his charge: ‘Like a dog returning to its vomit, / Stands our 
apostate, who prefers the food o f  pigs...’ Cited by Logan, Runaway Religious, 63.

Thomas Harrington had brokered the marriage o f his childless sister-in-law to Thomas Saville as 
part o f  a package deal involving his daughter and Saville’s son, thereby avoiding the dispersal o f  
Harrington patrimony. Moira Habberjam, ‘Harrington v. Saville: A Fifteenth Century Divorce Case’, 
The Ricardian  8:101 (1988): 50-60. Coercion carried less conviction in court than other impediments. 
Sara M. Butler cites this case and two others from fifteenth-century York, where widows who had been 
savagely assaulted by fortune-hunters sued for annulment o f the forced marriage on the safer grounds 
o f  consanguinity and precontract respectively. “‘I Will Never Consent to be Wedded with You!”: 
Coerced Marriage in the Courts o f  Medieval England', Canadian Journal o fH isto iy  39 (2004): 247 -  
70.
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120most vulnerable hostages to fortunes. Some widows attempted to defend their 

interests, if not their property, with the aid o f prenuptial agreements. Alice Walworth, 

a city vintner’s widow, agreed to marry a fellow vintner from Chichester, provided 

that she should not be required to live in the provinces. Suspecting perhaps that 

William Neel’s word was worth less than his bond, she arranged for her brother-in- 

law to bind him to this condition to the sum of £100. Her sister subsequently sued the 

defaulting Neel on foot of this obligation, but we do not know whether Alice was

12 j
reinstated in London. The Church professed a special regard for the widow as 

miserabilis persona, an incompetence she shared with orphans and the poor. In 

maintaining with varying degrees o f enthusiasm her right to remarry, the canonists 

seem to envisage no reason for remarriage other than incontinence.'^^ Gratian cites a 

ruling by the Third Council o f Toledo (589):

Hoc sanctum affirmat concilium, ut uiduae, quibus placuerit, teneant 
castitatem. Quod si prius, quam profiteantur continentiam, elegerint nubere, 
illis nubant, quos propria uoluntate uoluerint habere maritos.’"

(This holy council affirms that widows may remain chaste if they please. But if 
they choose to marry rather than profess continence, let them marry those 
whom they o f their own volition have consented to have as husbands.)

E. W. Ives finds only four uses o f  the 1487 Act and no evidence o f  successful prosecution. In two 
cases the victims were described as ‘children’; in three, the culprits as ‘labourers’, “‘Agaynst taking 
awaye o f  Women”: The Inception and Operation o f  the Abduction Act o f  1487’, in Wealth and Power 
in Tudor England, ed. E. W. Ives et al. (London: Athlone Press, 1978), 24-25.

Sylvia L. Thrupp, The Merchant Class o f  M edieval London, 1300-1500  (Chicago: University o f  
Chicago Press, 1948), 226.

The opinion seems to have been shared by John Paston II, who writes to John III to ask him to 
investigate the present marital status o f  the widows o f  the two men killed by their supporters in the 
siege o f  Caister, ‘for I holde the hoorys weddyd, and iff  they be than the appelys wer abbatyd ther-by’. 
Paston Letters, I, no. 264. The fuller’s widow had evidently ignored legal counsel and remarried, 
claiming that she ‘had leuer lose Jjat that she had do than to lose that and more... And she seyth that it 
was full sore ageyn hyr wylle that ever the mater went so forforth, for she had never non avayle ther-of, 
butt it was sewyd to hyr gret labore and losse, for she had never o f  my lordys councell butt barely hyr 
costes to London.’ Paston Letters, II, no. 788. In this case, the cute ‘hoorys’ are the lawyers and the 
defendants.

C.32 q.2 C . 1 6 ,  Friedberg, 1 : 1 124-25.
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In a further concession to vidual frailty Gratian suspended the Roman requirement 

to observe the conventional year o f  mourning, but rather than easing the intolerable 

burden o f continence and the stigma o f digamy -  rarely distinguished by medieval 

theologians from bigamy -  the indulgence seems to have facilitated the family’s hasty 

disposal o f their principal asset. A poor widow’s choice to remarry was determined by 

her limited options; a rich woman’s by her family’s expectations.'^"^ When Hostiensis 

(c. 1200-71) declared no limit to the number o f times a widow might legitimately wed,

125adding that ‘she could remarry a thousand times’, some miserabiles personae who 

had the misfortune to be more personable than poor became the licensed serial victims 

o f his hyperbole. The family o f Margaret Stodeye, widowed in 1375, wasted no time 

in opening negotiations for her remarriage, despite the apparent disincentive o f her 

third pregnancy. Margaret survived the birth of at least five live children and the death 

o f four husbands before she was permitted by her family to retire, in her forties, when 

she had made their fortune and lost much o f her attraction in the marriage market.

Not that a woman’s age invariably deterred fortune-hunters: the most notorious 

misalliance in the fifteenth century was surely the marriage o f John Woodville, the 

twenty-year-old brother-in-law o f Edward IV, to Katherine Neville, Duchess o f 

Norfolk, aunt o f Warwick the Kingmaker, ‘a slip o f a girl’ (juvencula) o f  about eighty: 

‘a diabolical marriage’ {maritagium diabolicum), according to the scandalised 

a n n a l i s t . T h i s  was evidently an exceptional case; wealthy octogenarian widows

Caroline Barron ascribes ‘ch o ice’ only to the affluent. Poor w om en who were m ost in need o f  a new  
husband were the least likely to remarry. Introduction to M edieva l London Widows, 1 3 0 0 -1 5 0 0 , ed. 
Caroline M. Barron and Anne F. Sutton (London: Hambledon Press, 1994), xxiv.

Cited by Brundage, 'W idows and Remarriage: Moral C onflicts and their Resolution in C lassical 
Canon L aw ’, in Wife and Widow, ed. Walker, 20.

Carole Rawcliffe, ‘Margaret Stodeye, Lady Philipot (d. 1431)’, in M edieva l London Widows, ed. 
Barron and Sutton. 8 5 -9 8 . Lady Margaret’s estate earned the highest valuation o f  £122 p.a. in the 1412 
London lay subsidy assessm ent, alinost £30 more than the nearest rival. Thrupp, M erchant C lass, 125. 
'■’ Cited by J. R. Lander, ‘Marriage and Politics in the Fifteenth Century: The N ev illes and the 
W ydevilles’, Bulletin o f  the Institute o f  H istorical Research  36 (1963), 136. Lander objects: ‘He
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would normally have enjoyed a comfortable retirement in a convent. Home economics 

and politics rather than the threat o f remarriage seem to have induced Elizabeth de la 

Pole’s decision in 1504, on the majority o f her grandson, to hand over the ‘gret tuggs 

o f husbandry’ and seek sheltered accommodation:

I haue taken another house within the Freres at Derby, which is but o f a smale 
charge, and ther I intend to dispose myselfe to serue God dilygently & kepe a 
narrow house & but few o f meany; for I haue such discomforth o f my son 
Thomas vnfortunate matters {)at it is tyme for me to get me into a litle comer,
& so wyll 1 doe.'^*

Roman law had refused to permit the remarriage o f  widows over childbearing age -  

nominally fifty -  although there was no age limit on concubinage.'^^ The canonists 

may have conceded the right o f remarriage on the grounds o f  vidual incontinence, but 

it seems to have been a limited offer. In a decretal concerning a man who had 

abandoned his wife for the religious life. Innocent III ruled that if  the woman were o f 

an age at which it sexual sin was still possible ( ‘illius aetatis existit ut de lapsu camis 

ipsius merito valeat dubitari’) the husband must resume the marriage.'^*’ If, as 

Innocent implies, a woman’s capacity for fornication is coterminous with her fertility, 

the argument from incontinence is negated by the menopause. Neither societas nor 

marital affection is ever raised in this context without reference to the marital debt.

In the first confessional autobiography since Augustine’s, Guibert o f Nogent (c. 

1115) commends his widowed mother’s resistance to the ‘consummate greed’ o f  her 

in-laws who tried to persuade her to take another husband. The adult Guibert applauds

libelled the lady: she could not, in fact, have been more than sixty-five or sixty-six’. She outlived her 
young husband by at least fourteen years. McFarlane, The Nobility o f  Later M edieval England, 153.
'■* Phm pton Letters, no. 193.

Brundage, ‘Widows and Remarriage’, 19. In the surviving manuscripts o f  the influential Trotula 
major, the notional age o f  menopause varies from 35 to 65 years. See J. B. Post, ‘Ages at Menarche and 
Menopause: Some Mediaeval Authorities’, Population Studies 25 (1971): 83-87.

The case is cited by Constance M. Rousseau, ‘The Spousal Relationship: Marital Society and 
Sexuality in the Letters o f  Pope Innocent III’, M ediaeval Studies 56 (1994): 100.

88



her subsequent decision to retire to a monastery, leaving the twelve-year-old boy to 

the perfunctory care o f  his tutor, projecting onto his relatives his own infantile rage:

She considered herself, and heard others call her, a heartless, cruel woman. 
How could she lock such children out of her soul (they said) and leave them 
utterly without support? And so lovable at that. .. .But you, O good and holy 
Lord, through your sweetness and love, strengthened her heart... For softness 
o f heart would most certainly have been her ruin if  she had put us ahead o f her 
own salvation and if, neglecting God because o f us, had turned her attention to 
worldly things.'^'

In his maturity Guibert rationalises his mother’s behaviour, but the still small voice o f 

the resentful child recalls her preoccupations: she catechised him, as John F. Benton 

points out, ‘when she had leisure from her household cares’. A f t e r  a period of 

unspecified juvenile delinquency, Guibert was reconciled with his defaulting mother 

when he too found his vocation, but the experience o f maternal deprivation embittered 

him. He never recovered his admiration for married women:

In their conduct they display nothing but coarse humor: nothing but jokes, 
winks o f the eye, wagging of the tongue. They walk provocatively and show 
silliness in their behaviour ... And any one o f them would imagine she has 
reached the rock bottom of misery if  she is presumed to be without a lover.

The ‘cruel mother’, natural and unnatural, is a literary trope. Most historical widows 

did not voluntarily abandon their children; some had no choice. Christiane Klapisch- 

Zuber describes the dilemma o f an Italian widow at the mercy o f  her natal and marital 

families. If she remarried so as not to be a burden to her parents, she regained her

A M o n k ’s Confession: The M em oirs o f  G uibert o fN ogen l, trans. Paul J. Archambault (Pennsylvania: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996), 45.

John F. Benton, ‘The Personality o f  Guibert de N ogent', in Culture, P ow er an d  P ersonality  in 
M edieval France, ed. Thomas N. B isson (London: Hambledon Press, 1991), 307. Benton notes that 
Guibert com m em orates her beauty and virtue rather than her love.

Guibert de N ogent, A M o n k ’s Confession, 36.
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dowry at the expense o f her children who belonged to their father’s family. She 

was damned if  she did and damned if  she didn’t. Guibert’s mother may have deprived 

him o f the ‘affection that is indispensable to children at that tender age’,'^^ but for 

those medieval souls who failed to find the consolation o f religion, the cruel mother 

was she who remarried, putting her dowry at the disposal o f  her new family. It was the 

loss not o f  her love but o f her money that destroyed their faith in motherhood.

A woman’s decision to marry or remarry was rarely autonomous. Thus William 

Stonor was allegedly rebuffed: ‘Syr, I may have CCC. marcs in joyntur, and I to take 

j3e lesse when I may have })e more, my ffrendes wold |)enk;e me not wyse’.'^^ Female 

plaintiffs’ self-presentation as ‘fren[d]les gerles’ should be treated with caution.'^* It 

was at the instigation o f her ‘friends’ that, in 1494, Alice sued William Marks for 

defamation. Annoyed by Alice Brigge’s repudiation o f the negotium matrimoniale, the 

Essex man behaved like the proverbial dog in the manger: ‘Be cause she wold not 

have me, ther for I seid 1 lay by her, that she shuld be loth to any othir m an’.' '̂  ̂ In a 

late thirteenth-century Suffolk fraud, Edmund de Nastok contracted marriage with the 

impecunious Elizabeth de Ludehale, thereafter securing ‘with the assent and by the 

counsel o f common friends’ the down-payment o f  a substantial dowry o f livestock, 

grain and household goods from the father o f  Agnes Brok. By prior arrangement, 

Edmund’s partner-in-crime immediately pleaded precontract in the ecclesiastical

' A Venetian visitor averred that the typical English widow, dissatisfied with her dower, plunders the 
estate in advance, dispossesses her children and gives their fortune with herself in marriage to the most 
pleasing o f  her deceased husband’s apprentices. Relation... o f  the Island o f  England, trans. Sneyd, 2 6 -  
27.

Guibert de Nogent, A Monk's Confession, 46.
Klapisch-Zuber, ‘The “Cruel Mother”: Maternity, Widowhood, and Dowry in Florence in the 

Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries’, in Women, Family, and Ritual, 117-31. She cites several cases o f  
unsentimental Florentines counting the cost o f  their mother’s remarriage.

Stonor was consoled by his male correspondent that her response did not imply that she ‘loved your 
londe better l^en your s e lf ,  and was not ‘an utter nay’. K ingsford’s Stonor Letters and Papers, no. 123.

Emma Hawkes ‘“[S]he will... protect and defend her rights boldly by law and reason...” W omen’s 
Knowledge o f  Common Law and Equity Courts in Late-Medieval England, in M edieval Women and 
the Law, ed. Noel James Menuge (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2000), 154.

Cited by L. R. Poos, A Rural Society A fter the Black Death: Essex, 1350-1525  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), 138.
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court; the subsequent marriage was dissolved, and Agnes was left to sue through her 

father in the king’s court for the return o f the dowry that Edmund had retained.'"*^

Most suits for marriage enforcement involved no intent to deceive; many 

concerned a w om an’s alleged inconstancy. Admitting an earlier inclination to the man 

who was claiming to have contracted marriage with her, a young Londoner said in her 

defence that ‘she had ceased to [love him] when she discovered how prodigal he was 

with his own goods’,''*' thereby indicating either precocious wisdom or bitter 

experience. McSheffrey’s case studies attest the frequency with which women made 

their consent to marriage conditional upon the approval o f  their parents, elders or 

e m p l o y e r s . T h e  deference to authority and experience is ambiguous: it may signify 

the internalisation o f the traditional obedience enjoined by the Good Wife -  ‘Now

14 ^haue y |)ee tau3t, dou3tir. As my modir dide me’ -  or even, as McSheffrey suggests, 

prevarication on the part o f the girl who was ambivalent. W hen in doubt, men might 

also cast about for a parental peg on which to suspend their consent, but their 

conditions were more often sexually motivated. A provisional promise to marry was 

the seducer’s opening bid, though its solemnisation might be his last resort. His 

courtship commonly involved making the promise o f marriage conditional upon the 

w om an’s ability to conceive his child. Canon law required that any such conditions be 

explicit and ‘pertinent’, but there seems to have been no limit to the impertinencies in

Robert C. Palmer, ‘Contexts o f  Marriage in M edieval England: Evidence from the K ing’s Court 
circa 1300’, Speculum  59 (1984): 45. W e do not know how many o f  the mutual friends were party to 
the deception. A gnes, apparently still unmarried, was granted the return o f  her dowry som e thirteen 
years later.

H elm holz, O xford H istory, 521.
'''■ M cSheffrey, ‘“I W ill N ever Have N one Ayenst My Faders W ill”: Consent and the Making o f  
Marriage in the Late M edieval D iocese o f  London’, in Women. M arriage, an d  F am ily in M edieva l 
C hristendom : E ssays in M em ory o f  M ichael M. Sheehan, C.S.B., ed. C onstance M. Rousseau and Joel 
T. Rosenthal (K alam azoo, Mich.: M edieval Institute Publications, 1998), 153-74 .

H ow  the G o o d  W ijfT au3te Hir D ou3tir  (Lambeth MS 853), 1. 202, in E arly English M eals and  
M anners: The B ahees Book  etc., ed. F. J. Fumivall, EETS o.s. 32 (London, 1868), 1. 202.
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a seducer’s charter.''*'* One defaulter showed a sophisticated grasp o f canon law by 

refusing to contract by verba de futuro because, as he explained to the credulous girl, 

coition would cancel the condition and effect marriage, but he chivalrously offered to 

make the promise to a third party. The best man bore witness, the beloved bore a child 

out o f wedlock, and the delinquent contracted marriage with another.'"*  ̂A similarly 

inspired defendant proposed marriage under a pseudonym in the hope o f rendering it 

ineffective.C onfronted  with ruses like these, ingenuous women needed all the 

gossips they could muster.

Men, however, might also be gulled: in the classic case o f mistaken identity,

Jacob, as we have seen, was duped by his uncle into marrying the cousin he had not 

chosen. Deception was less commonly a cause o f  complaint than coercion, not by the 

groom’s family but by the aggrieved father o f  the girl he had deflowered.'"*^ In such 

cases, the girl’s pregnancy is understood as constructive consent to rape and marriage. 

The pseudo-scientific ‘pleasure principle’ accepted even by Hildegard o f Bingen -  

that a woman could not conceive without orgasm -  was presented as her voluntary 

contribution.''*** It is worth recalling here Peter Lombard’s sine qua non o f  effective 

marriage: ‘si consentiant mente, et non exprimant verbis vel aliis certis signis, nec

Helmholz, Oxford History, 534. Perhaps the greatest ‘impertinence’, the one that obsesses the 
canonists -  the avoidance of offspring -  is conspicuous for its absence from court records. Biller, 
Measure o f  Multitude, 163.

Frederik Pedersen, ‘Did the Medieval Laity Know the Canon Rules on Marriage? Some Evidence 
from Fourteenth-Century York Cause Papers’, Mediaeval Studies 56 (1994): 134-38.

Innocent 111 decreed that the marriage was invalidated not by the false name but by the dishonest 
intention. Noonan, ‘Marital Affection’, 507.

McSheffrey cites instances of shotgun marriages. ‘I Will Never’, 172-74.
The rapist’s classic defence: ‘she was asking for it’ does not entail that she enjoyed it. The perceived 

sterility o f prostitutes was attributed by Giles of Rome and Vincent o f Beauvais to the lack of pleasure 
in their profession. P. P. A. Biller, ‘Birth-Control in the West in the Thirteenth and Early Fourteenth 
Centuries’, Past and Present 94 (1982); 18. Where theologians were exercised by the moral and 
medical problem o f the presence of voluptas in coition, canon lawyers were concerned more with the 
proof o f voluntas in conception. Thus, an appellant who claimed that the child she was carrying was 
fathered by the alleged rapist was told that ‘this was a wonder because a child could not be engendered 
without the will o fbo th ’ and the case was dismissed. Year Books o f  Edward II, v. 1313-14. Cited by 
Goldberg, trans. and ed., Women in England, 256. Hildegard’s opaque views on the role of pleasure in 
reproduction are discussed by Joan Cadden, Meanings o f  Sex Difference in the Middle Ages: Medicine, 
Science, and Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 83-88.
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talis consensus efficit matrimonium’, (if they consent mentally, and they do not 

express their consent in words or by other clear signs, neither does such consent effect 

marriage). Despite the excellent sufficiency of the response accipio te in viriim, et ego 

te in uxorem, i f ‘other clear signs’ are admissible as evidence o f mental consent, then 

the approved formula for marriage is redundant. Several canonists gave theological 

credence to tacit c o n s e n t . I n  court depositions an agreeable mien might imply 

acceptance. One witness testified that he had conveyed ‘a gold angelet’ on behalf o f 

the plaintiff, and ‘Agnes received it happily, with a pleased look on her face.’'^° A girl 

should beware o f strangers bearing gifts o f gold coins, lest her covetousness be 

construed as consent to subarrhation:

S i...ilia nihil respondeat, dico quod si mulier consentiat animo sed ex 
verecundia taceat, permittitur tamen se subarrhari per anuli immissione 
voluntarie vel dotari ipsa tacitumitate et patientia consensus eius exprimitur 
etiam si lingua taceat.. .sufficit quod non contradiceat.

(If she does not respond at all, I say that if  the woman consents in spirit but 
remains silent from modesty, it is pennitted to marry her, as a consenting party, 
giving her a ring or a dowry; [for] by that very silence and passivity her 
consent is expressed even if  her tongue is silent.. .it suffices that she not speak 
against it.)

One o f the more remarkable instances o f inferred consent to marriage in the twelfth 

century concerns the inarticulate infanta betrothed to the young count o f Guines, who 

‘showed her agreement by her hilaritas: the baby smiled and was acclaimed as

Bm ndage, Law, Sex, and Christian Society, 3 5 2 -53 , n. 141.
M cSheffrey, Love an d  M arriage, 55. The sixteenth-century Kentish deponent w ho claim ed to have 

refused the delivery o f  ‘an handkercher to wash wherin was an old grote’ is most unlikely to have been  
betrayed by her gratitude. Essex v. Culling, cited by Diana O'Hara, ‘The Language o f  Tokens and the 
M aking o f  Marriage', R ural H istory  3 (1992): 12. Nor were men often com prom ised by their venality. 
John Seward deposed that the gifts he had received from A lice A ttew ode did not betoken marriage, and 
com plained that A lice ‘had often burdened him with her visits and had lain with him against his w ill’. 
R eleased from the threat o f  marriage, he kept his free gifts. Palmer, ‘Contexts o f  M arriage’, 51.

Antoninus (1 3 8 9 -1 4 5 9 ), Summa 3:1:19, fol. 20. Cited by Klapisch-Zuber, ‘Zacharias, or the Ousted 
Father: Nuptial Rites in T uscany’, in Women, Family, an d  Ritual, 211.
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1 c y
sponsa." In a roughly contemporaneous case, Oda o f  Hainault, who was able but 

manifestly unwilling to pronounce her consent, withdrew from the ceremony, in what 

Sheehan regards as an act o f resistance rare even among reluctant b r i d e s . R a r e  or 

not, it was an incontrovertible expression o f  dissent. The virgin saint ensured there 

could be no misconstruction o f her wilftil refiisal to wed this man or any other: she cut 

off her nose to spite her father's marriage p l a n s . A  nose may not have been 

regarded as a woman’s prime matrimonial asset, but canon law considered its loss 

sufficient justification for the termination o f a betrothal.

Is it possible, in a lesser show o f reluctance, to infer volition from verbal consent? 

Peter Lombard’s statements are ambiguous: on the one hand, as we have seen, consent 

expressed in words, even if  insincere {quod tamen corde non volunt), is valid, 

provided there is neither coercion nor intent to deceive {si non sit coactio ibi vel 

dolus). In other words -  or even in these very words -  with the best will in the world, 

words say what I mean even when I do not mean what I say. But elsewhere he 

demands ‘voluntary and marital consent’ {consensus voluntarius ac maritalis), 

implying the possibility o f  involuntary consent. To dismiss ‘voluntary consent’ as a 

pleonasm, as Noonan does,’^̂  is to deny the efficacy o f hidden persuasion, which is all 

the more pernicious for being unattestable and unaccountable. There is no objective 

measurement o f  guilt, shame, altruism, self-abnegation or sense o f powerlessness. 

Christina o f Markyate’s hagiographer struggles to comprehend the sudden collapse o f 

her resistance to betrothal. After resolutely withstanding the threats and inducements

Cited by Georges Duby, The Knight, the Lady and the Priest, 257. In an analogous case o f  a girl’s 
inferred consent to become a bride o f  Christ, an elderly nun denied that Elizabeth Lutton had made her 
profession involuntarily: ‘gerebat hilarem uultum et gesturam’. Logan, Runaway Religious, 91.

Sheehan, ‘Choice o f  Marriage Partner in the Middle Ages: Development and Mode o f Application 
o f a Theory o f  Marriage’, in Marriage, Family, and Law, 114.

Jane Schulenburg, Forgetful o f  Their Sex: Female Sanctity and Society, ca.500-1100  (Chicago and 
London: University o f  Chicago Press, 1998), 147-48.

Sander L. Gilman, Making the Body Beautiful: A Cultural H istory o f  Aesthetic Surgery (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1999), 70-71.

Noonan, ‘Marital Affection’, 498.
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fig. 1. marital harmony: monumental brass depicting handfasting couple 
Nether Heyford, Northants. 

image from Peter Coss, The Lady in Medieval England, 1000-1500

fig. 2. marital strife: misericord carving depicting woman beating husband with distaff
Barcelona Cathedral choirstall 

image from Elaine C. Block. Corpus o f  Medieval Misericords: Iheria



of family and friends, she inexplicably relented: ‘Quid multa? Nescio quomodo. scio 

quod nutu dei tot impinguentibus lingua concessit’, ( T o  be brief, how it happened I 

cannot tell. All I know is that by God’s will, with so many exerting pressure on her 

from all sides, she yielded (at least in word)). The hagiographer undoubtedly believes 

that Christina’s heart belied her expression of consent.

Deponents in marriage litigation consistently invoked the principle of marital 

affection as evidence of consent to matrimony. In its canonical use, the ‘durable, 

continuing will’ of Roman law acquires what Noonan describes as ‘an emotion-

158colored intent not far from love’. They were no more successful than Justinian’s 

Digest, the codification of Roman jurisprudence, in defining this je  ne sais quoi: no 

one could say exactly what it was, but everyone knew it when they saw it. There is a 

tendency shared by medieval theologians and modern historians alike to see it in the 

strangest places. Thus, the ‘excruciating doggerel’ that concludes one o f John Paston’s 

prison letters to his wife is ‘explicable only as the product of a deep and abiding 

affection’. T h e  representation of a couple of fighting cocks on funerary monuments 

evokes for Leclercq the image of friendly rivalry; ‘true love always has the power of 

provoking love in return’. T o  the sceptic it might connote the affliction of jealousy; 

to the cynic, the morals of the farmyard and the fabliau. In a well-documented case of 

marital strife in fourteenth-century York, a witness testified to seeing ‘Simon throw 

Agnes... to the ground -  and in a very smelly place {in loco valde fetido), as the

Life o f  Christina o f  Markycite, ed. and trans. Talbot, 46 -47 .
Noonan, ‘Marital A ffection’, 488.
Keith Dockray, ‘W hy Did Fifteenth-Century English Gentry Marry? The Pastons, Plumptons and 

Stonors R econsidered’, in G entry an d  Lesser N obility in Late M ed ieva l E urope, ed. M ichael Jones 
(Gloucester: Alan Sutton, 1986), 71. The verse begins: ‘Item, 1 shall telle you a tale: / Pampyng and I 
haue piked your male, / and taken out pesis v ’ {Paston Letters, I, no. 77). H is affection w as apparently 
deeper and better concealed than her purse.

Cited by Jean Leclercq, M onks on M arriage, 6.
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witness says -  and sit upon her stomach’.' '̂ As a result o f  this ‘cock o f the dunghill’ 

assault the victim remained bedridden for a fortnight.

Aetiologists o f uxoriousness have often found comfort in the formular expressions 

o f undying affection for the best beloved -  ‘ye had in my life my heart and love’'̂  ̂-  

in medieval wills, heedless o f  the testamentary convention; love is dispensed with 

careful instructions for the cure o f the testator’s soul. ‘Displays o f affection,’ Ann 

Kettle shrewdly observes, ‘are more often shown when reminding wives o f their 

duties and promises’ to the d e c e a s e d . T h e  Earl o f Warwick’s obsequious request 

that his heart be buried ‘wherever the countess, his “dear consort”, should decide to be 

interred’,'̂ ’'* was offered perhaps in compensation for the little o f their married life he 

had spent at her side.'^^ In his magnum opus o f  orthodoxy Catharos et

Valdenses (c. 1241), Moneta o f  Cremona asserted that ‘a man’s love for his wife 

should be such that in case o f  need he should lay down his life for her’,'̂  ̂but late 

medieval earls were far more likely to surrender theirs for their sovereign lords and 

masters than for their darling spouse.

Frederik Pedersen, M arriage D isputes in M edieval E ngland  (London: Hambledon Press, 2000), 4 1 - 
43. Agnes Huntington began a suit for annulment o f  the marriage to Simon M unkton on the grounds o f  
precontract, subsequently changing her plea inter alia  to divorce a mensa et thoro\ Simon counter
claimed for the restitution o f  his property, having earlier asserted justifiable chastisem ent o f Agnes for 
her alleged adultery and insubordination. The case has been dubbed by historians the ‘Romeo and Juliet 
o f  Stonegate’ affair on account o f  a balcony betrothal scene.

W illiam Herbert, Earl o f  Pem broke’s last testament, cited by Barbara Harris. In her survey o f  late 
medieval English aristocrats, o f  523 testators who predeceased their wives 99 declared their affection. 
English Aristocratic Women, 75.

Ann J. Kettle, ‘“M y W ife Shall Have It” : M arriage and Property in the W ills and Testaments o f  
Later M ediaeval England’, in M arriage and Property: Women and M arital Customs in History, ed. 
Elizabeth Craik (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, 1984), 96.

Kettle, “ ‘M y W ife Shall Have It’” . The practice o f  heart burial was condemned by Boniface VIII in 
the late thirteenth century, and was thereafter permitted, by papal dispensation, only to the higher 
nobility, nam ely kings and dukes. N igel Morgan, ‘Patrons and Devotional Images in English Art o f  the 
International Gothic c .1350-1450’, in Reading Texts and Images: Essays on M edieval and Renaissance 
A rt and Patronage in H onour o f  M argaret M. M anion, ed. Bernard J. M uir (Exeter: University o f 
Exeter Press, 2002), 104.

Thus Colin Richmond infers that the marriage o f  the then forty-two-year-old W illiam Paston and his 
eighteen-year-old bride Agnes Barry proved no more com panionable than it was companionate. Agnes 
chose to be interred beside her parents rather than the husband who had predeceased her. The Paston 
Fam ily in the Fifteenth Century: The First Phase (Cambridge: Cam bridge U niversity Press, 1990), 119.

Biller, ‘B irth-Control’, 11.
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Matrimony was the sole sacrament that could be performed by the laity on 

themselves. While the priest’s assistance was not required to establish the validity o f a 

marriage, his benediction confirmed, though it did not confer, its legality. Despite its 

liturgical significance, in art and literature the nuptial blessing was eclipsed by the 

church-door c e re m o n y .A lth o u g h  the symbolic canopy suspended above the blessed 

couple survives in continental iconography, late medieval English media, most

notably monumental brasses, normally depict the commemorated couple linked in the

168conventional gesture o f  handfasting (fig. 1). The inclination o f  the figures o f the 

deceased conveys, as the sculptor presumably intended, ‘a strong sense o f 

mutuality’.H a n d f a s t in g  is thus regularly adduced as ostensible evidence o f 

maritalis qffectio. If marital affection was indeed proof positive o f the proper 

treatment o f a spouse, it is hardly surprising to find it proclaimed in testaments and on 

tombstones. But to confuse the symbol o f marriage with its essence is surely to be 

seduced by the ideology: we should not mistake the norm for the description.

The linking o f  hands might equally indicate the linking o f  orders. Following the 

archiepiscopal decrees o f Pecham and Thoresby, every pastoral manual produced for 

popular preaching supplied essential information on the sacraments, ‘o f whilke seven 

the firste fyve ilke cristen man awe lawefully to take efter his elde es; and twa lyes in

170thaire will that ressayves thaym’. The connection between the two elective 

sacraments is made explicit in M irk’s Instructions fo r  Parish Priests, where the five 

imperatives are itemised separately but the ‘ordere o f prest, and spousayle’ are given

See Christine Peters, ‘Gender, Sacrament and Ritual: The Making and Meaning o f  Marriage in Late 
Medieval and Early Modem England’, Past and Present 169 (2000), esp. 66-71.

Ann Eljenholm Nichols, Seeable Signs: The Iconography o f  the Seven Sacraments, 1350-1544  
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1994), 169, 279. Nichols attributes the English preference for iconic 
handfasting to legalistic concerns -  handfasting as the ocular proof o f  consent -  though there is no 
evidence that the influence o f  the decretalists was greater in England than elsewhere.

Peter Coss, The Lady in Medieval England, 1000-1500  (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 1998), 97.
‘John Gaytryge’s Sermon’, in Middle English Religious Prose, ed. N. F. Blake (London: Edward 

Arnold. 1972), 80.
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conjointly.'^' Whereas the iunctio implies voluntarism, the conjunction o f orders 

emphasises the vocational aspect o f  marriage, and a vocation, it can be argued, 

denotes a choice made not by man but by God. As parishioners are called to the 

married estate, so celibacy remains the province o f priests. In his sermon for the 

twentieth Sunday after Trinity, the fifteenth-century English preacher John Jeffys 

effectively makes marriage normative for the laity, when he replaces the third estate

172with ‘|)e ordur o f w edlok’.

The symbiosis o f  clerical and conjugal orders satisfied vital needs. Parish priests 

depended for their living on the continuing generosity o f  the laity. Even the least 

affluent were required to contribute little and often to church installation and 

restoration funds. The 1287 Synod o f  Exeter established the customary duty o f the

173laity to maintain the nave, but the statutes o f  W inchelsey extended this obligation to 

the furnishing and fabric o f the entire church, including the chancel, formerly the 

preserve o f the c l e r g y . C r i t i c s  diverge in their attitude to increased lay 

accountability: ‘catholic’ historians, from Cardinal Gasquet to Eamon Duffy, regard 

payment as the privilege rather than the price o f  participation; dissenters as the

175reduction o f the laity to a financial resource. W hether the laity appreciated the 

opportunity to equip the chancel with the vessels they were forbidden to handle

John Myrc, Instructions for Parish Priests, ed. Edward Peacock (London. 1867; Kessinger reprint, 
n.d.), 1. 532.

Alan J. Fletcher, ‘The Unity o f  the State Exists in the Agreement o f its M inds’, in Preaching, 
Politics and Poetry in Late M edieval England (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1998), 150. Fletcher detects 
comparable usage in Chaucer’s M erchant’s Tale and Mirk’s Festial.

Powicke and Cheney, Councils and Synods, 1003.
‘reparationem navis ecclesie interius et exterius tam de iure quam de consuetudine tarn in 

ymaginibus et precipue ymagine principali in cancello quam in altaribus et fenestris vitreis’ 
(1295x1313). Councils and Synods, 1387.

Cardinal Gasquet, Parish Life in M edieval England, 6th edition (London: Methuen, 1929); Duffy, 
Stripping o f  the Altars, Emma Mason, ‘The Role o f  the English Parishioner, 1100-1500’, Journal o f  
Ecclesiastical H istory 21 (1976): 17-29.
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remains a moot p o i n t . T h a t  they may have objected to taxation without 

representation is suggested by the well-documented demarcation disputes.

Ecclesiastical housekeeping may seem to have little bearing on the portrait o f 

marriage in the late Middle Ages, but it is my contention that cumulative 

responsibility for the provisions o f the church led the laity to dictate the terms o f those 

depictions. The poorest parishioners were ill-equipped to wield much influence, but 

donors who could give more than their dues might, individually or collectively, 

significantly fashion the church in their own image. Those who could afford to 

commemorate their marriages in brass and glass were doubtless quite satisfied with 

the divine disposition, leaving their souls to God and the saints, their bodies to the 

parish church and their exemplary uxoriousness to posterity. If patrons could not 

determine the content o f the marriage semions they heard in church, they could at 

least appoint the iconography. With the collusion o f the clergy they took over the 

newly reconstituted ‘order o f wedlock’, giving formal appreciation not just to 

marriage in general but to their own gracious and fruitful marriages in p a r t i c u l a r . U  

is hardly surprising that the advertisements for happy and holy matrimony should 

appear in the most conspicuous media. Nor is it any less remarkable that the obverse 

images o f domestic disputes, gallinaceous and human, have been quite literally 

cancelled from the nave o f  the church. They lurk beneath the misericords and sedilia -  

the pleasing ‘apprentice pieces’ of the woodcarvers -  in a conspiracy o f  clerics and

‘Om amenta ecclesie  secure custodie committantur. non tamen sub custodia laicorum, nisi id 
necessitas maior postulaverit.’ Powicke and Cheney, Councils an d  Synods, 1006. Eamon D uffy  
observes that, as part o f  the sacred ''cordon sanitaire' o f  the late m edieval Church, even  the launderers 
o f  altar cloths in a D evon parish were required to wear gloves. The Voices o f  M orebath: Reform ation  
an d  R ebellion  in an English Village (N ew  Haven and London: Y ale U niversity Press, 2001), 67.

Thus, in 1495, Thomas Ferrers II willed his burial beside his w ife in his parish church, and their 
joint depiction in brass, with their children and ‘our beasts', leaving the choice o f  inscription to the 
discretion o f  his executors. Christine Carpenter, Locality and P olity: A Study o f  W arwickshire L anded  
Society, 14 0 1 -1 4 9 9  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 2 2 6 -2 7 . The earliest 
comm emoration (c .l3 4 0 ) o f  a married couple is found in W estley W aterless, Cambs. Paul Binski, 
‘M onumental B rasses’, in A ge o f  Chivalry, ed. Alexander and Binski, 172.
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178master craftsmen (fig. 2). For this sculptural relief, the honorary member o f the 

clerical culture can give thanks ‘that I am not as the rest o f men, extortioners, unjust, 

adulterers’. Other people’s folly is always more edifying than one’s own.

By the end o f the thirteenth century, in the top-down discussion o f  marriage 

formation, the principle o f  consent had effectively replaced the coital theory. The 

ecclesiastical regulation o f marriage led to its normalisation and to the presumption o f 

the will to wed. Consent, though it may be judiciously informed and freely given, 

neither entails nor endorses choice. In the wave o f  enthusiasm for the newly valorised 

companionate marriage, the unwarranted inference that the agreement to marry 

indicates the disposition to do so has misled modem critics quite as much as medieval 

canonists whose narrow focus on force and fear disregarded the moral and material 

factors affecting the exercise o f volition in an increasingly philogamous society. This 

occlusion o f choice, not only o f whom to marry but o f  whether to marry at all, 

operated to the detriment solely o f  women.

M. D. Anderson, ‘The Iconography o f  British Misericords’, introductory essay to A Catalogue o f  
M isericords in Great Britain by G. L. Remnant (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969). The expression is 
Anderson’s; the sentiments are mine.
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Part Two: Role Models

This section presents two maiden saints as role models for misogamy. In the Middle 

Ages, the stars that attained iconic status belong to the constellation o f confessor 

saints and martyrs whose death-defying lives remained a constant source o f wonder. 

Popular culture is enriched by such contradictions: the gainsayers o f marriage in late 

medieval Europe could seek confirmation in the legendary Lives and passions o f the 

blessed virgins. Technically, the early Christian martyrs were commemorated with a 

passio celebrating their suffering and death, confessors with a vita eulogising their 

life; but in the course o f the Middle Ages the exterminated virgins acquired a Lyf'm  

the legendaries.' These collections o f concise hagiographical narratives were intended 

principally for liturgical lessons on the saint’s feast day, but soon became the required 

postprandial reading in convent, cloister and private households; the fictitious 

connotation was a later accretion. For Luther, an erstwhile devotee o f  St Anne, all

•y
Legenden were Liigenden ( ‘lies’); for the Bollandists, it was essential to separate the 

saint from the story, the unadulterated matter from the legendary dross. Historicity 

may have been the criterion o f seventeenth-century scholars, but modem readers o f 

vernacular texts are exercised more by the fiasion o f disparate literary forms.^ These 

pious romances heroically resist categorical distinction, inducing from Jocelyn 

Wogan-Browne the reminder o f the ‘limited meaningfiilness’ o f  the separation o f 

romance and hagiography. Sheila Delany issues the caveat that hagiography is a 

‘deeply syncretic genre’, while Anneke Mulder-Bakker asserts that it is ‘not a genre

' For a limpid exposition o f  these terms see Paul Strohm. "Passioun, Lyf, M iracle, Legende: Som e 
Generic Terms in M iddle English Hagiographical Narrative’, C haucer R eview  10 (1975): 6 2 -7 6  and 
154-71 , esp. 67, 7 0 -7 2 . Strohm maintains that ‘L y f  was the preferred term in the legendaries. 
‘P assioun', 157.
■ Cited by Werner W illiams-Krapp, ‘German and Dutch Translations o f  the L egenda A urea', in 
L egenda Aurea: Sept S iecles de Diffusion, ed. Brenda Dunn-Lardeau (Montreal and Paris: 
Bellarmin/Vrin, 1986), 231.

See Manfred Gorlach, Studies in M iddle English Saints ’ Legends (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1998), 8.
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but a discourse’.”* And it is a discourse in which we hear for the first time in this thesis 

the direct speech o f women with no desire for marriage.

Hagiography and romance in many respects make ideal consorts.^ In the rarefied 

world o f  ‘long ago and far away’, the protagonist o f each tale behaves in exemplary 

fashion, suffers innumerable trials and temptations, emerges horribly bloodied but 

unbowed, and is rewarded for all these hardships with the promise o f a marriage made 

in heaven. Both are belittled by their characterisation as literature largely for an 

unsophisticated -  a code word for female -  audience.^ Yet Chaucer, who memorably 

parodied the excesses o f  Middle English romance in Sir Thopas, rendered his single 

virgin martyr’s Life in dignified rhyme royal, strictly according to the book -  so 

strictly, according to Manfred Gorlach, that his redaction o f the story o f  St Cecilia, in 

the Second N u n ’s Tale, informed Caxton’s late fifteenth-century translation o f her 

legendary Life.^ In the twelfth century, Cecilia was a source o f inspiration to the 

beleaguered Christina o f Markyate, steadfast in her vow to remain inviolate. Two 

centuries later, the saint continued to win friends and influence authors.^ But she 

remains a singular choice o f romantic heroine: a maiden who persuaded her unwanted 

husband to share a life o f celibacy and death by martyrdom. As a married woman, she

* Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, “‘Bet... to... rede on holy seyntes lyves...”: Romance and Hagiography 
Again’, in Readings in M edieval English Romance, ed. Carol M. Meale (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 
1994), 83; Sheila Delany, Impolitic Bodies: Poetry, Saints, and Society in Fifteenth-Century England. 
The Work ofO sbern Bokenham (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 35; Anneke Mulder-Bakker, 
ed.. The Invention o f  Saintliness (London: Routledge, 2002), 18.
 ̂On the generic similarities, see Margaret Hurley, ‘Saints’ Legends and Romance Again:

Secularization o f  Structure and M otif, Genre 8 (1975): 60-73; Diana T. Childress, ‘Between Romance 
and Legend: “Secular Hagiography” in Middle English Literature, Philological Quarterly 57 (1978): 
311-22.
* See Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, ‘Saints’ Lives and the Female Reader’, Forum fo r  Modern Language 
Studies 21 {\99\):l,n~l2.

Gorlach, Studies, 62. Chaucer uses hagiographic material in four other tales {CIT, MLT, PrT, SNT) and 
arguably in LGW, which Delany regards as parodic. See Impolitic Bodies, 32.
* Dauphine o f  Puimichel (d. 1360) and Jeanne-Marie o f  Maillac (d. 1414), both noblewomen married 
against their will, invoked the example o f  Cecilia and other virginal spouses to persuade their unwanted 
husbands o f  the virtue o f  a chaste marriage. Richard Kieckhefer, Unquiet Souls: Fourteenth-Century 
Saints in Their Religious Milieu (Chicago and London: University o f  Chicago Press, 1984), 142^ 3;  
Elliott, Spiritual Marriage, 281-96. The contentious virginity o f  these holy wives seems to have 
impeded their canonisation, largely because o f  its heretical implications. Spiritual M arriage, 293-94.
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was the exemplar of the newly fashionable mixed life; as virgo intacta, the woman 

who had her cake and conspicuously did not eat it.

Cecilia, like most of the virgin saints still celebrated in prose and verse at the end 

of the Middle Ages, belongs to that dense cluster of martyrs whose death in the 

Diocletian persecutions (284-305) gained them a Life in the hereafter.^ Having 

emerged triumphant from victimisation and, less convincingly, from crusades, the 

Church had no further need of canonical fodder. Whereas in the dark days of pagan 

oppression martyrdom was the efficient cause of beatification, in the new millermium 

the Church could afford to reward men and women for lesser feats o f endurance. In 

the late Middle Ages, as Andre Vauchez has evinced, the profile of canonisations had 

changed perceptibly in response to public demand.'*’ Contemporary candidates for 

preferment, especially in Mediterranean Europe, included manual labourers, urban 

housewives and the mothers of several children."

Times change but literary tastes are slow to reform; in vernacular literature, ‘som 

newe thing’ usually indicates the retelling of an old story o f female piety. Although 

the laity may have clamoured for new saints, they evinced no great enthusiasm for 

romancing their Lives. Jocelyn Wogan-Browne’s observation o f the under

representation o f holy women venerated in post-Conquest Britain applies even more 

forcefully in pre-Reformation Britain.'^ Even if vows of chastity, as Alcuin Blamires 

maintains, escaped the cultural intolerance of female assertiveness in the Middle

’ Frances Amold-Forster observes that ‘some seventy or eighty years embrace the supposed dates of 
SS. Margaret, Agnes, Cecilia, Agatha, Lucy Catherine, Barbara.’ Studies in Church Dedications or 
England’s Patron Saints, 3 vols. (London, 1899), 1 ,106.

Andre Vauchez, Sainthood in the Later Middle Ages, trans. Jean Birrell (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 133.
" Donald Weinstein and Rudolph M. Bell, Saints and Society: The Two Worlds o f  Western 
Christendom, 1000-1700 (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1982). 

Wogan-Browne, Saints' Lives, 92.
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Ages,'^ steadfast resistance to secular rule was eulogised only when the figures of 

authority were pagan oppressors. Viragos are all the more venerable for being long 

dead and buried. For much o f her life Margery Kempe was an embarrassment even to 

her loyal supporters who felt the need to justify her unconventional behaviour. With 

the exception o f Elizabeth of Hungary, whose Life already read like a courtly 

romance, the new holy women o f continental Europe seem to have impressed only 

their spiritual directors and masterminds o f the campaign for their canonisation. It 

would doubtless be difficult to glamorise such repellent practices as the self- 

mutilation o f Marie d’Oignies, who butchered and buried lumps o f her despised flesh, 

or the bizarre excremental fantasies of Christina o f Stommeln, dismissed by an 

irreverent modem scholar as ‘scatological slapstick’.M a c e ra te d  bodies, as Bell has 

remarked, are not a pretty sight, and faeces rarely smell like the lilies and roses of 

Marian remembrance. Self-inflicted or pathological injuries cannot compete with the 

pathos of the virgin martyrs. Above all, the great attraction of the legendary Lives of 

Late Antiquity over more recent dirty realism lay in their essential inauthenticity. The 

very unverifiability of the corpus o f virginal vitae invited the inscription of current 

preoccupations: the heroines could be and do whatever their readers and writers 

desired. Virgins, after all, do not have a history: that is their glorious distinction.

Whereas Hali Meidhad and similar texts o f the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 

read like a recruitment drive for nunneries,'^ late medieval virginal vitae were 

ft-equently commissioned by or presented to married men and women. In the fifteenth-

Alcuin Blamires, The Case fo r Women in Medieval Culture (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 178- 
79.
''' For Marie, see Rudolph M. Bell, Holy Anorexia (Chicago and London: University o f Chicago Press, 
1985); for Christina, see Aviad M. Kleinberg, Prophets in their Own Country: Living Saints and the 
Making o f Sainthood in the Later Middle Ages (Chicago and London: University o f  Chicago Press, 
1992), 51.

Eamon Duffy, ‘Holy Maydens, Holy Wyfes: The Cult of Women Saints in Fifteenth- and Sixteenth- 
Century England’, in Women and the Church. Studies in Church History 27, ed. W. J. Sheils and Diana 
Wood (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990), 187.
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century collections o f female saints’ lives surveyed by A. S. G. Edwards, the common 

factor in the permutation of tried and severely tested virgin martyrs is St Margaret.'^ 

Where Edwards regards her as a model of female piety, medieval devotees valued the 

pearl o f Antioch mainly for her patronage of childbirth, and the lesser-known Felicitas

17for ensuring the birth o f a boy. In recognition of her severed breasts, Agatha was

petitioned by sufferers from mastitis, the occupational hazard o f nursing mothers. And

if, throughout the Middle Ages, Katherine of Alexandria retained her pre-eminence

among her peers, it is less for her legendary intellect or superhuman courage than for

18her homely assistance in finding a husband. In late medieval hagiography, 

Katherine’s mystical marriage replicates the illustrious romance of the ideal husband 

popularised by contemporary preachers -  a rich, wise, handsome, strong, noble and 

eternal suitor -  in other words, an aristocrat, far more chivalric hero than villein of the 

third estate.'^ Likewise, in the liturgical calendar, St Agnes’s Eve was observed as

much by the rituals whereby maidens might discover their beau as by Ambrose’s

20festival encomium. The election of Dorothy as patron saint of brides is doubtless due 

to her attribute, the basket of roses the virgin martyr despatched to the doubting 

Theophilus who had demanded post mortem proof of paradise.

The legendary Lives of the saints generated a rich diversity of secular readings. If 

the vitae of some o f the virgin martyrs were adopted by those with marital or maternal 

desires, for those women who neither sought nor sanctioned the aid of a midwife or

A. S. G. Edwards, ‘Fifteenth-Century English Collections o f  Female Saints’ Lives’, Yearbook o f  
English Studies 33 (2003): 139.

Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline o f  Magic: Studies in Popular B elief in Sixteenth- and 
Seventeenth-Century England (London: Penguin Books, 1973), 31. It was presumably the second- 
century Roman matron Felicitas, martyred after her seven sons, rather than Felicitas o f  Carthage (d. 
203), faithful slave o f  Perpetua and martyred mother o f a single daughter, to whom they prayed. 
Margaret was swallowed by a dragon but safely delivered from its ‘wom b’, as if  by Caesarean section.

Katherine J. Lewis, The Cult o f  St Katherine o f  Alexandria in Late M edieval England (Woodbridge: 
Boydell Press, 2000), 73.

Nicole Beriou and D. L. d’Avray, ‘The Image o f the Ideal Husband in Thirteenth-Century France’, in 
Modern Questions about M edieval Sermons (Spoleto, 1994), 31-69.

D^uffy, Stripping o f  the Altars, 13.
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marriage broker, there were alternative hagiographic heroines, equally wise, well 

bom, illustrious and opinionated, whose resistance to matrimony remained 

uncompromised. In Barbara’s wilful refusal in any circumstances to wed, and Ursula’s 

strategic acceptance o f marriage subject to certain stated conditions, medieval women 

were offered divergent models o f marriage avoidance. It is to these disjunctive 

paradigms that I now turn.
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Chapter 3

The Saints and their Efficacies: the many Lives o f St Barbara

And all came with nimbi and aureoles and gloriae, bearing palms and harps and swords and 
olive crowns, in robes whereon were woven the blessed symbols of their efficacies, inkhoms, 
arrows, loaves, cruses, fetters, axes, trees, ridges, babes in a bathtub, shells, wallets, shears, 
keys, dragons, lilies, buckshot, beards, hogs, lamps, bellows, beehives, soup-ladles, stars, 
snakes, anvils, boxes of vaseline, bells, crutches, forceps, stags’ horns, watertight boots, 
hawks, millstones, eyes on a dish, wax candles, aspergills, unicorns.

James Joyce, Ulysses

Of the many variants of the legend of St Barbara the following details are synoptic. 

Barbara was the only child of a rich pagan named Dioscorus, who built a tower in 

order to keep his beloved daughter safe from the attentions of undesirable suitors. 

Reassured by her refusal to marry any of the men who had been attracted by accounts 

of her beauty, he left instructions for the construction o f a bathhouse for her comfort 

and convenience, before departing on a long journey. In his absence, Barbara 

prevailed on the workmen to install a third window in the building, and christened the 

bathhouse by imprinting the sign of the Cross in the marble. When her father returned, 

he was angered by the unauthorised alteration to his building plans. Barbara explained 

the significance o f the Trinity and declared her faith, at which her outraged father 

drew his sword to kill her. She escaped his wrath through a providential hole in the 

wall, and was miraculously transported in a stone to a mountain, where a good 

shepherd concealed her presence from her father. The wicked shepherd who betrayed 

her received his just deserts by being instantly petrified, his flock transformed into 

locusts. Dioscorus dragged his daughter by the hair to gaol and committed her for 

trial. For the crime of dishonouring the gods, Barbara was subjected by the judge to 

multiple torments, including beatings, buming, stripping and scourging. Consoled by 

Christ and her resistance reaffirmed, she steadfastly refused either marriage or pagan

107



sacrifice, for which she suffered a bilateral mastectomy. After securing divine grace 

for herself and her devotees she was beheaded by her father on the mountain, 

whereupon he was incinerated without trace by lightning.

The earliest legends of St Barbara are found in Syrian and Greek manuscripts fi-om 

the ninth century onwards, now recorded in Bibliotheca Hagiographica Orientalis and 

Bibliotheca Hagiographica Graeca. Bibliotheca Hagiographica Latina (BHL) 

itemises the printed versions o f Latin legends, most o f which derive indirectly from 

Greek sources. Since the twelfth century her feast day has been celebrated on 

December 4. The location o f her martyrdom varies fi'om Asia Minor to Egypt, in the 

reign o f either Maximin (235-38) or Maximian (286-305).' In some later Latin 

manuscripts the Syrian city of Heliopolis, ‘the city o f the sun’, has been reconstructed 

as Egyptian Nicomedia, otherwise known as Solis; in others, the action -  or at least 

the passion -  has been moved closer to home, to Tuscany or Rome. For the purposes 

of this study, I shall focus on the Flemish, Dutch, Latin, Old French and Middle 

English versions o f the legend that are discernible in the art and vernacular literature 

of the Late Middle Ages.

The Latin Life o f Jan de Wackerzeele {BHL 920), though not the earliest legend of 

St Barbara to be disseminated in the West, has proved the most influential.^ In 

compiling his Life o f the saint, the history and serial translations, and twenty-two 

posthumous miracles, the Flemish Augustinian (/7.1370-C.1400), also known to 

Francophones as Jean de Louvain, based his informatio on the eleventh-century 

account o f Peter the Deacon {BHL 921). More contentiously, he amplified his source

' In Usuard’s ninth-century martyrology, Barbara’s death is recorded to have occurred ‘sub Maximiano 
imperatore’. PL 124:807-8. Jan de Wackerzeele backdates the martyrdom to the reign of Maximin. 
Greek and Syriac sources site the events in Syria; Latin writers follow Jan in favouring Nicomedia. See 
Baudouin de Gaiffier, ‘La Legende Latine de Sainte Barbe par Jean de Wackerzeele’, Analecta 
Bollandiana 77 (1959): 7.
 ̂De Gaiffier records fifteen extant manuscripts and two fragments. ‘La Legende Latine’, 9-11.
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with supporting evidence from the dubious Dicta Origenis {BHL 919),^ and an 

unnamed ‘antiqua historia’, which Baudouin de Gaiffier believes to be the no longer, 

if indeed ever, extant Liber de amore Christi ad virginem matrem, both attributed to 

Origen."^ Jan’s salient introductions -  Barbara’s matrilineal descent from the rod of 

Jesse, her prodigious intelligence, her instruction in the faith by correspondence 

course, the visitation by the Christ child, and her baptism by John the Baptist -  derive 

from these sources. The interpolation of the Pseudo-Origen material accounts for the 

inclusion, albeit in abbreviated form, of the distance education by the Master at 

Alexandria, and the geographical solecism in having transferred the action to 

Nicomedia in Egypt, thereby inadvertently shortening the supposedly long journey 

undertaken by Origen’s messenger to Barbara. But according to de Gaiffier, Jan’s 

chief bequest to the legend of St Barbara was to make her a much more efficacious 

intercessor in deferring death until the administration of the sacraments of penance 

and the Eucharist.^ And a good death was the penultimate preoccupation in plague- 

and guilt-ridden Europe at the end of the Middle Ages.

If Jan de Wackerzeele was an unashamed partisan of Barbara, placing her second 

only to the Virgin Mary, a substantial late fifteenth-century Flemish Life o f St 

Barbara, compiled by Nicasius de Pomerio, a priest and chaplain of a beguinage near 

Antwerp, enhances her reputation still fiirther.^ On a blank page at the end o f the 

codex the scribe has recorded the fancifial genealogy from the Liber de amore that 

allegedly informed Jan’s work, but he has made some significant alterations. Instead

 ̂The Dicta  survives in only three mss.; the scholastic style suggests late medieval authorship. Kirsten 
Wolf, The Old Norse-Icelandic Legend o f  Saint Barbara (Toronto: Pontifical Institute o f  Mediaeval 
Studies, 2000), 25.

De Gaiffier, ‘Legende Latine’, 24. De Gaiffier observes that the BHL's use o f  incunabula rather than 
manuscripts for its sources has extended the afterlife o f this putative document.
 ̂De Gaiffier, ‘Legende Latine’, 34-35.
 ̂The manuscript is described in detail by Albert Derolez, ‘A Devotee o f  Saint Barbara in a Belgian 

Beguinage (Marston MS 287)’, Yale University Library Gazette 66 (1991): 197-218. See esp. 203.

109



of triumphing over ‘ducentos quatuordecim doctores de paganonim secta doctissimos’ 

(two hundred and fourteen of the most learned pagan doctors)7 Barbara is now 

credited with defeating hundreds o f  theologians, an accomplishment that seems 

calculated to outstrip Katherine of Alexandria’s modest score of fifty pre-eminent 

philosophers in the land. Nicasius’s Barbara was peerless in beauty as well as brains,

Q

and given that she had no equal in ‘Apulia, Naples, Sicily or Rome’, we may infer 

that she was envisaged as debating, if  anachronistically, with the pick of the papal 

curia. According to the compiler, returning travellers report that the tower, crudely 

reconstructed after its partial collapse in a thunderstorm, can still be seen in 

Scandriglia, a village between Rome and Rieti.^

The tendency to localise the legend is much more apparent in those versions that 

contain translations and miracles. Nicasius’s account of the division o f the head 

between Cologne and Rieti, while the torso allegedly reposed in P iacenza,conflicts 

with the description in several fifteenth-century Latin manuscripts of Dutch and 

German provenance of the translation o f the saint’s head to Pomerania and Prussia 

{BHL 930, 931). The expansive fifteenth-century vernacular Dutch manuscript 

studied by W. B. Lockwood includes a total o f thirty-five miracles, almost a third of 

them attested exclusively in Dutch- and German-speaking areas." Barbara’s family 

tree is not only an outgrowth of the rod o f Jesse but also a branch of the royal house of 

Bohemia, whose king is said to have bought his Jewish bride for one denarius at Titus

 ̂The ‘authorised’ version appears in de Gaiffier, ‘Legende Latine’, 25-27.
* Derolez, ‘Devotee’, 204.
’ Derolez, ‘Devotee’, 208-9.

Derolez, ‘Devotee’, 208.
" W. B. Lockwood, ‘A Manuscript in the Rylands Library and Flemish-Dutch and Low German 
Accounts o f the Life and Miracles o f Saint Barbara’, Bulletin o f  the John Rylands Library 36 (1953): 
23-37. Lockwood estimates its length at 50,000 words. The local connections of Middle Dutch 
manuscripts are confirmed by M. Carasso-Kok, ed., Repertorium van verhalende historische bronnen 
uit de middeleeuwen: heiligensleven, annalen, kronieken en andere in Nederland geschreven 
verhalende bronnen ( ’s Gravenhage: Martinus Nijhoff, 1981), 14—21.
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and Vespasian’s vengeful sale of the first century in Jerusalem, an event that seems to

1 9have escaped the attention of the Jewish chronicler Flavius Josephus.

Jacobus de Voragine’s Historia lombardica, produced sometime between 1255 

and 1270, became a literary legend, rapidly superseding all previous compilations and 

acquiring the soubriquet Legenda aurea (LA). The best-selling author not only 

popularised the legendary but virtually patented the legenda}^ Even in the fifteenth 

century, the LA is reputed to have exceeded the number of editions o f the B i b l e . T h e  

abundance of extant manuscripts and incunabula continues to attract studies of ‘who’s 

in and who’s out’ o f consideration for the faithful. Although there is no surviving 

table of contents of the primary thirteenth-century collection, the consensus of modem 

critics supports the judgement o f its nineteenth-century editor Theodor Graesse, who 

relegated Barbara to the superadditae by persons unknown.'^ The decision seems to 

have been based neither on linguistic nor strictly palaeographic grounds, but on the 

disbelief that the Dominican priest could have foisted so extravagant a fiction on his 

reading public.'^ Among the 1,000 or more manuscripts of the LA that she has studied 

Barbara Fleith detects 120 5arfeara-texts added to the corpus, but does not indicate 

how many different versions these constitute.'^ Compared to the Flemish manuscripts. 

Jacobus’s, or Pseudo-Jacobus’s, Barbara {BHL 916) seems remarkably restrained. It 

attests to only two miracles, of the starved and ejected prisoner {BHL 971) and the

The account o f  the bargain-hunting rex de Bemen (sic) is attributed to the Liber de amore Christi. See 
de Gaiffier, ‘Legende Latine’, 25-26. Pseudo-Origen seems to have made Titus father to his father 
Vespasian.

Strohm claims that the ME term legende almost invariably refers to the LA. See ‘Passioun’, 161-64.
''' Robert Francis Seybolt, ‘Fifteenth Century Editions o f  the Legenda Aurea', Speculum 21 (1946): 
327-38; idem, 'The Legenda Aurea, Bible, and Historia Scholastica', Speculum  21 (1946): 3 3 9 ^ 2 . 
Seybolt lists 156 editions o f  the LA to 124 o f  the Bible.

Jacobi a Voragine, Legenda aurea vulgo historia lombardica, ed. Th. Graesse, 2d edition (Leipzig, 
1850). Unless otherwise stated all references to the Legenda aurea are to this edition.

Whether or not Barbara tests the credulity o f  the reader, Elizabeth A. Clark maintains that exotica 
feature far less frequently in women’s vitae than in those o f  desert fathers: the female Lives contain ‘no 
hippocentaurs, no friendly lions to dig their graves’. ‘The Lady Vanishes’, 15.

Barbara Fleith, Studien zur Uberlieferungsgeschichte der Lateinischen Legenda Aurea (Brussels: 
Societe des Bollandistes, 1991).
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man unjustly convicted o f rape {BHL 956), and runs to some 2,500 words, far fewer

15̂than its predecessors. The author makes no mention of the saint’s genealogy or 

education, and merely marvels at her precocious wisdom: ‘Ecce quanta sapientia in 

tam iuvenili puella.’ In his account, she is baptised not by John but by Valentinus, the 

messenger from Origen, and to the description of the transformation of sheep into 

locusts he appends the disclaimer: ‘Hoc apocryphum est.’ The only surprising 

intrusion in the text is fellow-sufferer Juliana’s unexplained appearance in the last line 

of the passio. In the Cologne, 1483 printed edition o f the LA, Juliana (whose dies 

natalis coincides with Barbara’s) is said also to have been executed by Dioscorus on 

account of her faith, and both were buried by the aforementioned Valentinus.'^

The LA Barbara {BHL 916) has been found wanting in many respects: if  Graesse 

dismissed its extravagant claims, the editor o f the Cologne version seems to have 

found it too economical with the truth and has supplied the missing links to the story. 

This incunabulum deviates from the standard text in that an abbreviated passio {BHL 

917) is supplemented by a description of the temple and shrine erected in her memory 

at Nicomedia, the restoration to life o f dead crusaders, four miracles {BHL 933, 941, 

944, 947) not contained in Graesse {BHL 916) and an elliptical account o f the 

sequential translations from Rome to Piacenza {BHL 927), apparently taken from Jan 

de Wackerzeele’s Latin Life. Jan’s assertion that that Barbara’s body was translated

The reduction o f  posthumous miracles in all the passiones  may be due to their migration to 
exemplaria. More lifetime miracles are included in the vitae. See Strohm, ‘Passioun', 67-70.

‘Et dicentis hiis venit ad locum martirii et a patre suo decollata est cum sancta luuiana [iic] que in 
eodem loco per eundem Dyoscorum eodem tempore propter eiusdem fidei confessionem et eodem  
genere martirii est consummata quarum corpora Valentinus vir venerabilis petiit et habita ea reposuit in 
loco solis in habitaculum modicum in quo et sanationes plurime celebrant’ Legenda aurea (Cologne: 
Ulrich Zel, 1483), Marsh’s Library, Dublin. According to Wilhelm Weyh, Juliana did not appear in the 
earliest Syrian legends but was incorporated into later versions, arguably in keeping with the faithful 
servant motif popularised by the George legend. Die Syrische Barbara-Legende (Schweinflirt, 1911-  
12), 20-21. Rabanus Maurus (d. 856) links the deaths o f  the two virgin martyrs. PL  110:1183.

Although de Gaiffier mentions the introduction o f  Jan de W ackerzeele’s Life into a German 
incunabulum o f  the LA (as well as a Dutch), he appears to be referring to a vernacular translation 
printed at Cologne in 1495. ‘Legende Latine’, 11.
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at Charlemagne’s request to the monastery o f St Sixtus, founded by the empress 

Angilberga, but that the pope insisted on retaining the virgin’s head in Rome, is 

faithfully reproduced h ere?’

The original French translation o f the LA was allegedly undertaken either at the

behest o f Jeanne de Bourgogne (c.l328), or with the intention o f  presenting her with

22ihc fait accompli. Jean de Vignai seems uncertain as to his motivation: sometimes he 

depicts a labour o f  love, sometimes occupational therapy to keep away the noonday 

demon.^^ Critics have hesitated over its classification, unsure whether to regard it as a 

careless translation or creative adaptation, but the editor and translator o f  the early 

twentieth-century text o f La Legende doree (LD), Teodor de Wyzewa, shares 

Graesse’s scepticism o f Barbara and excludes it from the collection.^'* If the vita in 

the Cologne, 1483 LA is a strange hybrid o f the Jan and Jacobus traditions, the 

Legende de la sainte Barbe that appears in the Lyon, 1483 edition is anomalous?^ In 

this terse 700-word account, the heroine is obliged to express herself with admirable 

concision. It dispenses altogether with the contentious fenestration o f the bathhouse, 

thereby releasing Dioscorus from the tiresome necessity o f undertaking a long 

journey. Prayers rather than plumbing cause the bath to fill with water, which Barbara 

blesses in the name o f the Trinity before immersing herself and performing an

‘Postmodum autem Karolus Magnus romanorum imperator francorumque rex de consensu summi 
pontificis preciosissimum corpus virginis Barbara in ciuitate Ytalie nomine Placentiam transtulit, et in 
beati Sixti monasterio quod soror ipsius Angilberga fundauerat pridie ydus februarii cum debita 
reuerentia deposuit. Sed papa preciosum eius caput in perpetuum huius rei testimonium pro thesauro 
sibi ipsi dignissionem retinuit. In pluribus vero locis normulli se affirmant sacrum illud corpus vel caput 
habere, forte secundum sinodochen partem pro toto capientes.’ LA (Cologne: Ulrich Zel, 1483).

Christine Knowles, ‘Jean de Vignai: Un Traducteur du XIV® Siecle’, Romania 75 (1954): 361, citing 
the author’s prologue in BN fr. 241 fol. Ir col. 1.

Knowles, ‘Jean de Vignai’, 366.
Teodor de Wyzewa, ed.. La Legende Doree (Paris, 1901).
Jacobus de Voragine, La Legende doree (Lion: Mathieu Hus et Pierre Hongre, 1483), London,

British Library. This is the earliest printed edition I have seen in which Ste Barbe is included.
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26unorthodox auto-baptism. The dispute between father and daughter focuses on her 

refusal to marry, being already committed to her heavenly spouse. When she breaks 

the news of her conversion, there are no rock-splicing miracles; the wall does not 

yield, and heads do not yet roll. She makes a conventional exit, pursued by her 

overbearing father as far as the mountain, where the second shepherd and his flock 

suffer marmoreal mutation. In addition to the usual tonnents she is subjected by the 

judge to two novel assaults: to be hung upside down (‘pendue par les pies’) while her 

head is battered, and the following day to have her breasts tom off by red-hot pincers 

(‘en tenailles ardentes luy arracher les mamelles’), before being decapitated by her 

father. Neither Origen or his envoy, nor John the Baptist, or even Juliana, intrudes in 

this story; there are no intermediaries between Barbara and the Lord, no translations 

and no posthumous miracles.

The Vic Sainte Barbe exists in a single fifteenth-century manuscript compilation

27of forty-two saints’ legends in prose and verse. Alexander Denomy, its modem 

editor, dates the poem to the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century, largely on the 

basis o f its use o f the LA, ostensibly in the comparisons it makes between Barbara and 

fellow sufferers for the faith -  in order o f appearance, Juliana, Katherine, Agnes, 

Agatha and Margaret -  even though the author seems to have difficulty distinguishing 

their ordeals. Although the histories may be taken from the LA, the declamatory style 

of the poem, the octosyllabic verse, and the poet’s captivation by the beautiful blonde 

owe more to the conventions of chivalric romance:

Qui a talent de Dieu servir
Si viegne avant pour moy ojr;
Histore voel conter nouvelle.

‘Et au pres de celluy lieu auoit un baing lequel pour la priere dicelle fiist subitement remply deaue. 
Laquelle rendant graces a dieu va une aultre fois deuotement dieu prier, affin que cell eaue fust 
sanctifiee ou nom de la sainct trinite, et la va descendre et soymesmes baptisa. ’

Brussels, BR MS 10295-394 fols. 59r-63r, ed. Alexander Joseph Denomy, ‘An Old French Life o f  
Saint Barbara’, M ediaeval Studies 1 (1939): 148-78, 156.
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Piecha n ’oi'stes la pareille.
Sachies que ce n ’est pas d ’Ogier,
Ne de Rolant ne d ’Olivier,
Mais d ’une sainte damoisielle 
Qui par tant fu courtoise et belle.
La grant clarte de son cler vis 
Nus sages clers, tant soit apris,
Ne le saroit [dou] tout deviser;
Mais un petit en voel eonter.

( 1- 1 2 )

(He who has a desire to serve God, let him come forward and listen to me; 1 
want to tell a new story, the like o f which has never been heard. Know that it is 
not about Ogier, nor Roland, nor Olivier, but about a holy maiden who was 
very courteous and beautiftil. The radiance o f her clear face was such that no 
wise cleric, however learned, would be able to specify it; but I want to recount 
a little o f  it.)

And so he does, despite his professions o f incompetence, offering a vignette rarely 

encountered in the run o f saints’ Lives. The beautiful blonde possessed the rosy 

complexion and exquisitely formed facial features -  ‘bien fait le vis et bouce et nes’ 

{ \ A ) - d e  rigueur in a romance heroine. Hagiography is traditionally reticent on the 

subject o f female beauty: although virgin martyrs are usually young and invariably 

lovely, they partake o f  the ideal o f perfection, having no distinguishing features o f 

their own. This heroine receives no catechetical instruction but is divinely inspired, 

confessing her faith in the Trinity and in the Virgin Mary, an unprecedented presence 

in the 5arfeara-legend. When she seeks her father’s forbearance in the matter o f 

marriage, pleading youth and inexperience, he chivalrously builds for her not so much 

a tower as a castelet in which to protect her from importunate suitors. There follows 

the usual debacle over the windows, but not before the providential arrival o f John to 

baptise her. After the confrontation with her father, she is conveyed by rock to the 

hard mountainy place, where she is betrayed by the vile shepherd whom she 

denounces. The accursed shepherd is not petrified, but his sheep are turned into 

locusts, which, the poet proleptically assures us, can still be seen hopping around her
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98tomb, surely a deterrent to the faithful. Having failed to dispirit her or starve her 

into submission (‘Garder le fist tout sans mengier, / Tout sans confort, sans solacier’), 

her father delivers her to the judge, who courteously offers her the choice:

‘Bielle,’ dist il, ‘entent a moy.
De ton errour si te recroy;
Mout rice femme toy feray 
Et hautement te mariray.’

(2 3 9 ^2 )

(‘Fair maiden,’ he said, ‘listen to me. If you recant your error I will make you a 
rich woman and will make you a noble marriage.’)

But the girl who has it all -  beauty, wisdom, and treasure in heaven -  will not be 

seduced by the promise o f earthly rewards, and stoically endures the familiar ordeal, 

sustained by Christ’s first aid to his follower. After her execution she is honourably 

buried by Valentinus, who arrives diplomatically without his Origenal baggage, and is 

commemorated with the miracle o f the decapitated knight {BHL 933), which is not 

found in the LA.

Another Barbara-^oem  in a sixteenth-century manuscript, the Vie de tres 

glorieuse vierge madame sainte Barbre martire, differs from the previous text in a

29small number o f significant ways. Before recounting her history, the poet offers a 

perfunctory prayer seeking the saint’s grace and favour for her devotees. In this 

version, the masons are fully occupied with the master’s building projects, while the 

narrator is exercised by the appalling prospect o f paganism. Dioscorus agrees to the 

provision of a third window in the tower, but is provoked by his daughter’s

The ‘laoustes’ have undergone a further metamorphosis in the peculiar translation by Brigitte 
Gazelles, who renders them ‘wolves [which] are still to be seen running around [11.205-6]’, The Lady as 
Saint: A Collection o f  French H agiographic Romances o f  the Thirteenth Century (Philadelphia: 
University o f  Pennsylvania Press, 1991).

Avignon, Musee Calvet MS 615, ed. Harry F. Williams, ‘Old French Lives o f  Saint Barbara’, 
Proceedings o f  the American Philosophical Society 119 (1975): 156-85. See also idem, ‘A Saint 
Neglected’, in Voices o f  Conscience: Essays on M edieval and Modern French Literature in M emory of 
James D. Powell and Rosemary Hodgins, ed. Raymond D. Cormier (Philadelphia; Temple University 
Press, 1977), 95-103.
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unauthorised aheration to his design for a pagan temple. Barbara is baptised by a 

divine voice, and her mother, who discovers her at prayer, plays an active role in the 

poem by trying to talk some sense into the wayward adolescent. The incorrigible 

pagan’s response to his daughter’s defiance is to subject her to a preliminary series o f 

tonnents before handing her over to the judiciary. As in the aforementioned Lyon,

1483 LD, the judge orders his henchmen to hang her by the feet from a gibbet ( ‘par les 

pies la fist au haut du gibet pendre’) and tear o ff her breasts with an unspecified 

implement. The poem breaks off in mid-sentence, leaving Valentinus scarcely time to 

bury the dead with any decency, or the poet any miracles to call to mind.

A prose Vie de Sainte Barbe in a late fifteenth-century manuscript that bears the 

owner’s inscription ‘Jehanne de France’ is, according to its modem editor, a 

translation o f  the LA, ‘in the usual medieval manner’, in other words, a scribal licence 

to expand, contract and rearrange at will.'^*’ In this instance the author’s contractions 

appear to be minimal, as his text far exceeds the length o f the LA Barbara. The saint’s 

lineage, the etymology o f her name, her education in the seven liberal arts and dispute 

‘contre aucuns philozophes’ on their pagan beliefs, and the visit from the Christ child, 

evoke Jan’s rather than Jacobus’s Life. Barbara resumes her correspondence with 

Origen, who sends an unnamed Alexandrian to her at Nicomedia {olim Solis). As in 

the Vie Saint Barbe and the Vie de tres glorieuse vierge, Valentinus comes to bury 

Barbara not to praise her, and certainly not to baptise her, a sacrament already 

administered by John. Dioscorus’s love for his beautiful daughter is ominously 

possessive. He commissions the building of ‘une grande et joyeuse tour’, part 

treasury, part reliquary, in which to guard his precious chattel ‘comme un tres noble et 

excellent tresor’. When she expresses her desire to take a vow o f chastity, he hugs her

Paris, BN MS 975 fols. 1-25, in W illiams, ‘Old French Lives’, 158.
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and kisses her, ‘estant merveilleusement joieux de celle responce’, delighted by the 

prospect o f her remaining in his care. The routine torture follows, with one startlingly 

sadistic addition:

Le prevost M arcien,... ramply de grant felonnie et plain de venin serpentin, fist 
adonc couper les precieuses mamelles de la glorieuse vierge d’une vieille espee 
rebronchee affin que la couppeure fust plus longuement et plus doloreusement 
faicte et affin qu’elle souffroist payne plus aspre des mamelles couppees.(174)

(The judge Marcian, filled with great wickedness and full o f serpentine venom, 
thus had the precious breasts o f the glorious virgin severed with a rusty old 
sword so that the cutting took longer and was more grievously done and so that 
she would suffer sharper pain from her severed breasts.)

The author reproduces Jan’s story o f the translation o f the headless body to Piacenza, 

and replaces the two miracles o f the LA with thirteen others, four o f them concerning 

severed heads in search o f the last rites.

There are no talking heads in another poem, described by its editor as a hymn of 

intercession, found in a fifteenth-century primer. Instead, it contains appeals for St 

Barbara’s protection not from sudden death but from deadly sins.^' On the basis of her 

heroic chastity Barbe is likewise recruited in Folie’s septemvirate o f exemplary 

sainctes in Deschamps’s Miroir de Manage. And it is the saint’s spiritual excellence 

rather than her architectural talents or death-defying reputation that entitles her to 

founder-membership o f Christine de Pizan’s City o f L a d i e s . I n  her final prayer, 

Barbara requests divine assistance for ‘those who would call on Him for her sake in 

remembrance of her martyrdom’, a request that falls far short o f the claims made in 

the other texts. The brief Life recounted by Dame Justice in Le Livre de la Cite des 

Dames suggests that Christine may have drawn on the same source as the Lyon, 1483

Paris, BN MS lat. 1321 fols. 90-91v, ed. Denomy, ‘An Old French Life’, 177-78.
Deschamps, Le Miroir de Mariage, in Oeuvres Completes, vol. 9, ed. Raynaud, chap. 80.
Christine de Pizan, The Book o f  the City o f  Ladies, trans. Rosalind Brown-Grant (London: Penguin 

Books, 1999), 3.9.
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LD. Barbara baptises herself and defers as long as possible the question o f her 

marriage, before confessing her faith, for which she is subjected to ‘appalling tortures’ 

that Christine refrains from describing. The only ones specified are being hung upside 

down by her feet, having her breasts cut off, and the ‘humiliation’ o f being dragged 

naked around the town.

In France, the legend o f Ste Barbe was reputedly the most frequently performed o f

34all saint plays between 1450 and 1550. Transcripts o f two vernacular plays and a 

fragment o f a third survive, as well as accounts o f a dozen dramatic performances o f 

the Life o f Barbara, including the masterful performance o f the male lead who

played the role o f St Barbara so modestly and piously that several people were 
weeping out o f compassion because, so gracious were his manner, mien, and 
gestures, along with those o f his maidens, that the play was pleasing to 
everyone, and it was not possible to do it better.^^

Both plays presume audience participation in the saint’s ordeal: one was a modest 

two-day event for thirty-eight players; the other a five-day marathon production with a 

hundred roles to cast. In each case, the tower is a surplus signifier, neither essential 

nor even functional to the drama o f the saint’s life. It is not clear whether Barbe was 

carted around the town, pageant style, but with wonderftil dramatic irony, and not a 

little anachronism, an early indignity inflicted on the saint by her pagan masters was 

the compulsory reading o f  B occaccio .T hereafter, she was apparently stripped and 

tied to a stake, and subjected to the usual battery o f assaults including breast surgery,

Lynette R. Muir, ‘The Saint Play in Medieval France’, in The Saint Play in M edieval Europe, ed. 
Clifford Davidson (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Medieval Institute Publications, 1986), 165.

‘fit le personnaige de saincte Barbe si preudemment et devotement que plusieurs personnes 
pleuroient de compassion; car il tenoit si bonne faconde et maniere avec si bonne mine et gestes avec 
ses pucelles, qu’il estoit a chescun agreable et n’estoit possible de mieulx faire’. Contemporary 
comment on the July 1485 performance in Metz, cited by Jody Enders, ‘O f Miming and Singing: The 
Dramatic Rhetoric o f  Gesture’, in Gesture in Medieval Drama and Art, ed. Clifford Davidson (Western 
Michigan University: Medieval Institute Publications, 2001), 9. I have revised Enders’s translation.

Grace Frank. The M edieval French Drama (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1954), 200. We are left 
to speculate on whether the saint’s set texts introduced the classical heroines o f  D e muJieribus claris or 
the female subects o f  the survival stories o f  the Decameron.
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in addition to being rolled in a barrel studded with nails, ‘dans un tonneau garni de 

cloux la pointe en dedans’, an innovation that exploits the dramatic potential of

37anachronistic punishment. Lynette Muir remarks that although a Latin or vernacular 

legend almost invariably underlies a French saint’s play, there is at least one occasion 

in which art apparently followed the dramatic Life. She draws attention to the early 

sixteenth-century painted panels installed in the barrel-vaulted roof o f the church of 

St-Martin-des-Connees, about forty miles from Laval, where the Barbe play was

Q

staged in 1493. One o f the surviving panels depicts Barbara in an altercation with 

her mother, the queen, a contretemps encountered in the Vie de tres glorieuse vierge, 

but which Muir erroneously believes to be exclusive to the dramatic Life. Despite his 

earlier dynastic ambitions for his daughter,

Un bon epoux vous soit donne 
Selon votre etat ordorme,
Affm que soit multipliee 
Par vous notre haute lignee.

(259)

Dioscorus threatens to throttle her for berating her mother: ‘Je te ferai present bien 

taire, / Je te mettrai au col la corde’ (277). A rancorous argument would undoubtedly 

enliven the performance of a play that Frank finds ‘dreary reading with its succession 

of brutal episodes, its long theological disquisitions, and its unimaginative style’.

The longueurs, if  not the torments o f the five-day event, were alleviated by unscripted 

comic interludes involving a fool. The stage directions indicate stultus loquitur, but 

we do not know whether the fool’s contributions were thought too trivial or too

‘La Vie et Histoire de Madame Sainte Barbe; Le Mystere Joue a Laval en 1493 et les Peintures de 
Saint-Martin-de-Connee’, ed. Louis Pettier, Revue Historique et Archeologique du M aine 50 (1901): 
286.

Muir, ‘Saint Play’, 164-65. Rolling in a nail-studded cask is one o f  thirteen early medieval 
punishments discussed by K. von Amira in D ie Germanischen Todesstrafen. See J. R. Reinhard, 
‘Setting Adrift in Mediaeval Law and Literature’, PMLA 56 (1941); 34.

Frank, M edieval French Drama, 200.
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blasphemous to record. Muir notes that ‘pubHc decency’ was notionally unUmited,‘̂ ° 

which is hardly surprising if  the authorities could allow the obscenity o f re-enacted 

torture. The ‘bourreaux’ in the sixteenth-century script o f the medieval Breton drama 

Buhez Sante Barba come equipped with the symbols o f the labouring classes -  

mallets, mortars, pestles, rulers, lines, crooks, sausages and wine -  but those involved 

in the assaults are defined more by their blood lust than their expertise in torture 

technology. In a scene clearly influenced by the visual images o f  the saint’s 

martyrdom the four villains declare their readiness: ‘Nous voila, sans faute, quatre 

hommes prets a faire de bon coeur tout ce que vous ordonnerez’."*'

The transmission o f the Barbam-\Q^enA progressed more slowly in England. No 

record exists o f any Life o f Barbara among the Middle English saints’ plays;“*̂  she is 

not included in the Katherine group; nor does she feature in the earliest editions o f the 

South English Legendary {SEL), but she makes a belated entry in a unique fifteenth- 

century manuscript."*^ This maverick verse legend is not indebted to Jan’s Life, bears 

only a passing resemblance to Jacobus’s, and seems unrelated to any other vernacular 

translation. There is no attempt to localise the story; the events occur at some 

unspecified time under M aximian’s rule, but the persecution o f  Christians devolves to 

Dioscorus:

O f the Cristen feyth he had non lygth;
What man it wolde unto hym preche.
He wolde enforce with al his mygth 
So this chevynteyn o f the lawe hym a peche.

( 13- 16)

Muir, ‘Saint P lay’, 154.
Le M ysth 'e de Sainte B arbe: Tragedie Bretonne, texte de 1557, public, avec traduction franpaise, 

introduction et dictionnaire etym ologique du Breton moyen par Emile Emault (Nantes, 1885; Paris,
1888), 451. They strongly evoke the four torturers in Master Francke’s altarpiece. See below , n. 133.

It has been suggested, however, that the ‘St Barball’s C astle’ in the D undee Corpus Christi 
procession represented Barbara’s tower. Audrey-Beth Fitch, ‘Power through Purity: The Virgin Martyrs 
and W om en’s Salvation in pre-Refonnation Scotland’, in Women in Scotland, c. 1 1 0 0 -1750 , ed. 
Elizabeth Ewan and Maureen M. M eikle (East Linton: Tuckwell Press, 1999), 17.

Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Rawl. Poet. 225 fols. 2r-5r, ed. Karen A. W instead, C haste P assions: 
M edieval English Virgin M artyr L egends (Ithaca and London: Cornell U niversity Press, 2000), 178-83.

121



The poet is aroused more by the father’s idolatry than the daughter’s Christianity: 

there is no correspondence course, no conversion or confession, no bathhouse and no 

baptism. The tower is intended to conceal his daughter, ‘So that alle ravyschouris sche 

myght exclude’ (24), but the controversial building is evidently envisaged as a 

gentleman’s residence:

In his mynde tho he ferkeste 
To maken a place o f gret honeste 
Wherynne he thoughtte hymself to reste.

(46-48 )

If Dioscorus shows an unprecedented disregard for his daughter’s comfort, the poet 

offers an emollient, reducing the round of torture to domestic assault and battery, and 

overnight detention in a dingy prison. When Barbara appeals to the Lord,

Thu knowyst wel that for thy name I thys her suffyr 
So bytter peynis, crwel and smerte.
Yet with thyne mentell o f mercy thu me covere

( 186- 88)

she is in need only o f a metaphorical mantle, given that there is no plan to haul her 

naked around the town. Whether the SEL Barbara’s endurance is severely tested, the 

poet demonstrates his intolerance of pain and suffering in suppressing her most 

significant torture. This ‘bryef translacyon’ is possibly the only Barbara-iQxi before 

the bowdlerised children’s books of saints’ Lives in which the heroine does not 

undergo radical mastectomy.'^''

There are only two Middle English translations o f the LA -  the anonymous Gilte 

Legende (GiL) o f 1438 and Caxton’s better-known Golden Legend {GoL) o f 1483 -  

but the later text indicates no filiation to the former. O f the few surviving complete

Betsy Caprio bases her avowedly Jungian reading o f the Sariara-legend on the wholesome version 
in a Sunday school collection entitled Sixty Saints for Girls. As the archetypal whole woman -  
containing all four elements -  she does not suffer the loss o f  her breasts. The Woman Sealed in the 
Tower: A Psychological Approach to Feminine Spirituality (Ramsey, N.J.: Paulist Press, 1982).
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manuscripts o f the GiL, all differ in the number and order o f legends, and only two 

contain Barbara. According to its recent editors, the prose Barbara appended to the 

London, Lambeth Palace manuscript o f the GiL is a ‘highly elaborated’ version rather 

than a direct translation o f Jan de Wackerzeele’s Latin Life.‘̂  ̂The legend is 

supplemented by the division o f the spoils between Rome and Piacenza, the opening 

o f the shrine in 1370, confirmation o f the absence o f (head and) bodily corruption, and 

twenty-three miracles taken from the Flemish source. After the initial salutation the 

C/L-author follows Jan in transferring the action from Syria to the city o f the sun, 

‘Solys, somtyme clepid Nichomedia’, in Egypt, during the reign o f  Maximian, whose 

hatred o f Origen for converting his predecessor Alexander and his mother Mammea, 

as in BHL 920, is introduced to account for the complex persecutions that follow. The 

Master at Alexandria responds to Barbara’s written request for instruction by sending 

a consignment o f books and a covering letter with ‘oone o f his clerkis’. The Christ 

child comforts her, John baptises her and the biblical viragos, Judith, Ruth and Esther 

are called upon to keep her company. Barbara’s genealogy and the ‘strangeness’ o f 

her name are familiar from Jan’s Life, but her mother now acquires an identity and 

both parents an etymological signification. In the ancient Roman tradition o f nomen 

omen, Dioscorus fulfils all expectations by being ‘twice as bad’, while his pious pagan 

wife justifies her given name, Pia (385). The GiL Barbara shares with the Vie de tres 

glorieuse vierge an appalled fascination with paganism whose prolific gods are also 

denominated (387). Inveterate pagan that he is, Dioscorus has no desire to arrange a

London, Lambeth Palace Library MS 72 and Durham, U niversity Library M S C osin V .iv .4 , ed. 
Richard Hamer and Vida Russell, The Supplem entary L ives in Som e M anuscripts o f  the G ilte Legende  
(Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 2000), 3 8 3 ^ 7 0 . G iven the ‘fram ing’ positions o f  B arbara  at the end 
and Jerom e  at the beginning o f  the Lambeth MS, Gorlach believes both were pre-existing legends 
transcribed from elsewhere. Manfred Gorlach, The South English Legendary, G ilte Legende and  
G olden  (Braunschweig: Braunschweiger A nglistische Arbeiten, 1972), 19-20.
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suitable marriage for his daughter: he has other avowed intentions, of which she is 

careful not to disabuse him:

For sche sawe hym so fervently abowte the worschipynge of his goddes that 
sche durste nat yit displese hym, specially for he had no mo chyldren but her 
aloone, but more specially for he hadde made a vowe to kepe her chaste and 
gyf her to oone o f the goddes o f Veste, that sche schuld do worschip and 
service to her alle her lyf dayes and lyve in chastite, and so it semeth welle that 
sche dredde to displese her fader more for brekyng of chastite than for 
anythynge els. (392)

Dioscorus commissions the tower in order to hide his daughter’s great beauty from the 

profanity o f the public gaze, ‘that they schulde not beholde her nor look vpon her 

ymage and feyrenesse so custumably as they were wonte to doo’ (402). Like the 

Dioscorus of the prose Vie, he regards his daughter as ‘the most noble and richeste 

tresour that he hadde’. When noblemen come in search of his crown jewel, he 

dismisses them:

Verely no man schuld haue my doughter from me, for sche ys myn hope and 
my trust, my huswyfe and my keper vp o f my lyfe, and alle the comfort that I 
haue and ioye to loke vpon with myn eyhen in this worlde. (404)

At this stage there is ostensibly no dispute between father and daughter. The ‘feyre 

and commodious’ tower is represented as ‘a signe and token betwene hym and her and 

as a perpetualle bonde that sche schulde never be wedded to man erthely but oonely 

lyve chaste’ (405). Kirsten W olf has remarked elsewhere on the tendency of 

vernacular translations to render explicit what was merely implicit in the Latin."*  ̂ If 

there was indeed any such agreement between Dioscorus and his daughter in the LA, it 

was unwritten. On declaring her faith and the dedication o f her virginity to Christ, 

signally ‘no erthely man’, the putative agreement is rescinded. When she is haled

Kirsten Wolf, ed., The Icelandic Legend o f  Saint Dorothy  (Toronto: Pontifical Institute o f  Mediaeval 
Studies, 1997), 84.
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before the judge, he gives her the choice: ‘Eyther be wedded to some grete lord after 

thy degre, or ellis doo service to the goddas Veste to whom thy fader hathe avowed 

thy chastyte’ (419), or suffer the consequences. She has already antagonised him by 

demanding to know why she has been summonsed. When she presumes to cite chapter 

and verse o f the biblical injunction on idolatry, like a pulpit preacher, he orders her to 

‘leve all thys iangelynge’ (419), before returning her to gaol. These days, we are 

accustomed to reading Amnesty reports of the violation o f  the victim ’s right to 

silence, but in this instance Barbara is tortured for exercising her right to speech. In 

addition to the usual grievous injuries inflicted on the long-suffering saint-in-waiting, 

she is ‘rollid vpon schellis and scherdis and scharpe harde stoones’ (420) on the prison 

floor, a punishment exercise evidently inspired by the legends o f Agatha and Vincent. 

Following her miraculous overnight recovery, she is subjected to the fiendish ‘French’ 

method o f hanging ‘in a gibette alle nakyd, her fete vpward and her hede downeward’ 

(422) while raked with tlesh hooks, and then taken down for ‘her hede to be troden 

vnder foote’. Having prudently sought divine confirmation, Barbara has no fear o f 

invasive surgery without anaesthesia: ‘Woman, Lorde, thow knowest welle is more 

weyker than man, but thow maiste make a man o f  a woman. Make me nowe therefor, 

goode Lorde, that I never be aferde o f those berded and brasen faces’ (417). We are 

not told how sharp were the swords used for the excision, but the henchmen are 

ordered to take their time, so ‘|?at sche schulde feele the stronger peyne in l^e longe 

cuttyng o f theym ’ (423). The patient’s response is to challenge the judge:

Wolte thow make me a man? Spare not hardely, I am glad thereof It plesith me 
welle for to be a man that 1 may overcome the the more manftilly. It is 
convenyent that the brestis whom child never dydde sowke be drawen awey 
from the body that the armes may be at more large to fight. (423)
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The ‘Barbara’ o f the GoL is no Amazon. We do not know whether Caxton was 

aware of the existing translation when he undertook the task of ‘Englysshyng’ the LA, 

but it cannot be argued that he preferred to make an entirely new start, given that he 

has patently taken his text from the legendary ‘Freynsshe book’, in this case de 

Vignai’s Legende doree. As a translator ‘in the usual medieval manner’, Caxton cuts 

out whatever he considers redundant. His choice o f omissions, however, is generally 

guided by, and his thoughtless errors of translation frequently misled by, the French 

exemplar."*^ Among Caxton’s numerous additions to the canonical LA is the L y f o f  

Saint Barbara, but his version derives neither from de Vignai’s nor from Graesse’s 

text {BHL 916). It is an unadorned, workmanlike rendering of the legend, which calls 

a spade a spade and the en suite bathroom a cistern. The story is not localised, Origen 

is excluded, Barbara receives no indoctrination but is divinely inspired, and her father 

expresses no opinion on marriage. After she blesses the water in the indoor pool,

In thys same cysteme was thys holy mayde baptysed of an holy man, and lyued 
there certeyn space o f tyme in takyng onelye for hyr refeccion hony socles & 
locustes, folowyng the holy precursour o f our lord Saynt Johan baptyste.'**

The strategic introduction of John is designed to confer approval rather than the 

sacrament itself Barbara never speaks out of turn; she neither questions her father 

about his pagan beliefs, nor cross-examines the judge. When she denounces the 

worship of idols, she speaks not o f sin but o f error. The word ‘wicked’ appears 

nowhere in the text. We are free to believe or disbelieve the story of the 

metamorphosis, as there are no authorial introjections. There is no invitation to admire

Sr M. Jeremy, ‘Caxton’s Golden Legend  and de Vignai’s Legende D oree', M ediaeval Studies 8 
(1946): 97-106. Jeremy summarises Caxton’s omissions: repetition, panegyric, citation o f  authorities, 
scriptural quotations, controversial or doctrinal dialogue. Eadem, ‘Caxton’s Golden Legend and 
Varagine's Legenda Aurea’, Speculum 21 (1946): 212-21.

Caxton’s Golden Legend, ed. Frederick S. Ellis, 3 vols. (London: William Morris at the Kelmscott 
Press, 1892), 111.1049.
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the heroine’s beauty or intelHgence, or condemn her tormentors. Dioscorus and the 

unidentified judge become enraged, but they are not compared to the ‘rorynge lyons’ 

and ‘woode bestes’ o f the GiL and the Vies. Observing her beauty, the judge offers her 

the choice: ‘Now chese whether ye wyl spare your self and offre to the goddes, or 

ellys deye by cruel toiTnentes’ (1050). Mairiage is not on offer; her virginity is not at 

issue."̂ *̂  The passio  is dispassionate; the description o f the torments laconic; the 

villains o f the piece mere pagan ilinctionaries. Caxton’s sole innovations are the 

rubbing o f salt into the heroine’s wounds and the order to have her ‘hanged betwene 

two forked trees, & that they shold breke hir raynes with staues’ (1051). ‘Saynt 

Julyan’ appears just in time to share the same fate, and ‘a noble man called Valentyne’ 

buries both martyrs; no miracles ensue. Aviad Kleinberg’s claim that the Golden 

Legend  ‘and the stories o f saints like Barbara and Alexis, for example, take the 

reader’s sympathy for granted’ is generous to a fault;^*’ Caxton wasted neither 

sympathy nor surplus words on Barbara. It is as if  he found his subject rather irksome 

and was anxious to despatch the saint and her efficacies, and especially her followers, 

with indecorously short shrift. He cannot be accused o f embellishing the legend.

In spite of, and perhaps because of, their commercial success, the LA and the GoL 

have attracted a great deal o f adverse criticism. Many o f  his Dominican confreres 

privately questioned the wisdom of the compiler, although Thomas Aquinas is said to 

have been more indulgent, regarding such pious fictions as the ‘harmless errors o f the 

faithftil’.^' Bernard Gui, the far from disinterested compiler o f  a less popular

Gail A shton’s attribution o f  judicial (and patriarchal) lust -  ‘his intention is to appropriate the 
virginal body as his ow n ’ -  makes the male authority figure ‘speak’ the patriarch. The G eneration o f  
Identity in Late M ed ieva l H agiography: Speaking the Saint (London: Routledge, 2000), 149. Robert 
M ills justly  criticises A shton’s ‘ventriloquism ’ in im posing actual w om en’s vo ices (generally Luce 
Irigaray’s) on the fem ale voices embedded in the text. ‘Can the Virgin Martyr Speak?’ in M edieval 
Virginities, ed. Bem au et al., 194, 201.

Kleinberg, P rophets, 33.
■' Cited by Sherry L. Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexam ination o f  its P aradox ica l H istory  
(M adison, Wis.: University o f  W isconsin Press, 1985), 32.
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legendary, objected that the LA lacked not historicity but edification. Where Gui had 

transferred the epithet to the aureate sources, the sixteenth-century humanist, Juan 

Luis Vives, withheld it altogether, complaining that he had no idea why the Legenda 

was called aurea when it was written by a man with an ‘iron mouth’ and ‘leaden 

heart’. I f  Jacobus’s legends in general offended medieval as well as modem 

assayers, Barbara’s Life was considered more contaminated than most. Nicholas of 

Cusa (1455) lambasted the ‘superstitiosa’ o f Barbara and the legion of fabulous 

saints. '̂* And Erasmus, with a little more levity, cites Barbara as a prime example o f a 

celebrity saint who ‘receives far more devout attention than Peter or Paul or even 

Christ him self Frances Amold-Forster, no devotee o f either saint, compares 

Barbara unfavourably with Katherine, ‘whose legend -  late and worthless though it 

may be in an historical point o f view -  shows a richness of imagination o f which the 

legend of S. Barbara is strikingly devoid’. I n  her reading, Barbara is indicted not for 

any historical offence but for lack of literary merit. If Barbara’s stereotypical legend 

could equal Katherine’s in vitality and versatility, now that would be another story.

The existing story can be read as a naive pastiche o f other legends, both Christian 

and classical: thus the dispute with the philosophers comes straight out of Katherine, 

the severed breasts and the abrasion on seashells from Agatha', the fissured rock from

Reames, Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, 42-43. He seems to have been more o f a Bollandist than 
Bolland himself According to Reames, the sevententh-century theologian was less critical than many 
of his contemporaries; he damned the collection with faint praise. Reexamination, 11.

‘ilia Sanctorum historia, quae Legenda aurea nominatur, quam nescio cur auream appellant, quum 
scripta sit ab homine ferrei oris, plumbei cordisV Cited by Reames, Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, 
234n. Mary Beth Long, a modem apologist, characterises Jacobus’s collection as ‘scholarly’, adverting 
to the citation o f over 130 sources. ‘Corpora and Manuscripts, Authors and Audiences’ in A Companion 
to Middle English Hagiography, ed. Sarah Salih (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2006), 56. She commends 
both his scholarship and his privileging o f the saints’ autonomy in his legends, neither of which would 
have redeemed his reputation with his critics. Vives, however, did not share Erasmus’s scepticism of 
Barbara; in De officio mariti (c. 1529) her Life is listed among those the husband should ‘rehearse’ for 
his wife’s benefit. Foster Watson, Vives and the Renascence Education o f  Women (London: Edward 
Arnold, 1912), 208.

Reames, Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, 50.
Erasmus, Praise o f  Folly, trans. Betty Radice (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1971), 135-36. 

Christopher and George are partners in the crime o f mass deception.
Amold-Forster, Church Dedications, I, 122.
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the twin tales o f  Thecla and Ariadne, or even the Protevangelium  o f James; the good 

and bad shepherds from the Syrian Bassus legend;^^ the incineration by lightning o f 

Dioscorus from the damnation o f Dacian in the Margaret legend, and from Mariolatry 

the miracles o f the men they could not hang. As George imitates the myth o f Perseus 

and Andromeda, so th e re to  Sanctorum (AASS) cites the tale o f Danae, daughter o f

58Acrisius, as the source o f the maiden in the tower. Elsewhere, the AASS  adverts to 

the identical naked exposure and plea for protection in Cyriaena.^^ Such migration o f 

motifs from one Life to another implies that they are drawn from hagiographic stock; 

they are not the personal property o f any particular martyr, but constitute a part o f the 

‘common o f saints’. T h i s  does not denote plagiarism or even, as Hippolyte Delehaye 

asserts, poverty o f  imagination, but conformity to the legendary golden rule o f 

hagiology: the candidate for canonisation must do, and be seen to do, the sort o f things 

that saints are supposed to do, a circularity that determines the acta and passiones o f 

all virgin martyrs. There is nothing that befalls Barbara -  from the tower to the 

tortures -  that has not also been visited on Christina, which is hardly surprising since 

the composite ‘Christina’, the conflation of two homonymous beatae, is by far the 

most grievously abused o f all the maiden saints. On her father’s orders she is stripped, 

beaten, scourged, burned, broken on a wheel, weighted and dumped in the sea, boiled 

in oil, fired in a furnace, paraded naked with her head shaved; her breasts and tongue 

are severed, she is surrounded with venomous snakes and pierced with arrows.^' Such

W eyh, D ie Syrische-B arhara L egende, 38 -39 .
‘Ut enim  pro illis mutuatus est ex Actis S. Georgii, hujus cum dracone pugnam, & Andromedae ac 

Persei fabulam imitatus; sic in concinnanda S, Barbarae passione, videtur prae oculis habuisse fabulam  
Danaes, quam pater suus, filiae castitati consulturus, turri aenae fingitur inclusisse.’ A cta Sanctorum: 
supplem entum  apologeticum  a d  acta hollandiana  (Antwerp: Vander Plassche, 1755), 370.

‘Verberibus scilicet affecta Cyriaena, vestibus spoliata, per urbem nudem cicum ducitur, precibusque 
a D eo impetrat ne nuda conspiciatur.’ AASS Novemhris i. 210.

Hippolyte D elehaye, The Legends o f  the Saints, translated by Donald Attwater, 1955, reprinted with a 
new  introduction by Thomas O ’Loughlin (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1998), 77.

Farmer regards Christina as a confection o f  Barbara, Ursula and Katherine o f  Alexandria. See The 
O xford Dictionary- o f  Saints, 5th edition, ed. David Hugh Farmer (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

129



piling on of the agony leaves the modem Bollandist disaffected and the medieval 

hagiographer at a loss as to how to finish them off -  an arrow to the heart in 

Christina’s case -  but the ‘natural ending to the drama,’ Delehaye maintains, was the 

classical penalty o f death by the sword.’ Execution is indeed the coup de grace.

Despite the critical opprobrium, Barbara’s eminence not only survived centuries of 

denigration but even flourished throughout the Old World and the New, prompting 

Delehaye’s dyspeptic comment that the value o f a saint’s Life varies in inverse 

proportion to the fame of the cultus.^^ Her veneration is first mentioned in early Greek 

synaxaries, but although her image appears in the eighth century, in the Roman church 

of Sta Maria Antiqua, according to the AJSS, she is not recorded in any o f the 

contemporary Latin martyrologies, and seems to have attracted no perceptible 

following at this time. Notwithstanding her origins in Late Antiquity, she is thus 

characterised by Matthias Zender as one o f the ‘neue Heilige’ of the High Middle 

Ages.^"* The first formal acknowledgement o f her acculturation in the West is provided 

by Rabanus Maurus (d. 856), who records the torments and death inflicted by her 

father, ‘because she would not marry’ or worship false gods.^^ The archbishop reports 

the death without trace of Dioscorus, but makes no reference to the blessed Barbara’s 

remains. Translations o f her relics and the eloquent testimony o f ambulant 

cephalophores and truncated heads are later additions, with the severed head assuming

2003). The AASS affiliates Barbara to Juliana: ‘ Videtur tamen prior scripta Passio S. Julianae, & ex hac 
omata Passio S. Barbarae: nam etiam ipsa Juliana dicitur a patre suo in mortem tradita, per eadem  
praegressa supplicia; solaque differentia est in modo conversionis & auctore caedis: quarum 
circumstantiae, adeo mirabiles, an non sint potius adinventae poetice, quam historice traditae, prudens 
lector dispiciat’. AASS Supplement, 370.

Delehaye, Legends, 72.
Delehaye, Legends, 171.

^  Matthias Zender, ‘Regionale and soziale Auswirkungen in der Heiligenverehrung’, in Hagiography 
and M edieval Literature: A Symposium  (Odense: Odense University Press, 1981), 12. Zender locates 
the worship o f  ‘new ’ saints such as Barbara in the more recently converted areas o f  central Europe east 
o f the Elbe. West o f  the river, he maintains, traditional saints held sway. ‘Auswirkungen’, 13-14.

‘Nam pater ejus nomine Dioscorus... ipsam filiam suam unicam, eo quod nollet nubere et deos falsos 
colere, multis tormentis affligebat.’ M artyrologium, PL 110:1183. An editorial note adds that the 
earliest mention o f  Barbara’s father is made by John Damascene, but doubts his authorship o f  her Acta.
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a posthumous life of its own, whether at the pope’s behest or the saint’s bidding. 

Williams records that it was stolen from the Cistercian Abbey o f St Andre near 

Sestrie, but withdrawn from sale in Paris after failing to find a buyer.^^ It is indeed a 

curious coincidence, as Sheila Delany points out, that heroes and villains should share

Z-T

the identical fate o f dismemberment for distributive burial. Whereas body parts are 

scattered across the continents, the head is mounted on a stake or in a reliquary as a 

warning to malefactors or a blessing to benefactors. Thus, the martyr’s innumerable 

digits were preserved in repositories throughout Europe; in addition to the French and 

Italian resorts formerly mentioned, Bruges and Ghent at various times claimed 

ownership of the lion’s share of her remains.

If a cult is to survive in any given area the saint needs to gain a purchase in the 

locality; there is no better way to do this than by the fmding and keeping of a foot or a 

desiccated finger, but it is debatable whether the invention (that is, the formal 

discovery) of relics is the cause or the consequence of a cult. Jan de Wackerzeele 

celebrated the acquisition of some of Barbara’s remains by inaugurating an annual 

mass in the monastery church of Ghent during the last week of November, 1397, in 

honour o f her approaching feast day. And her acceptance is further suggested by the 

evidence of material culture: an old Germanic tradition survives of taking twigs 

(Barbarazweige) from cherry trees on her feast day and leaving them in water to 

flower at Christmas, thereby bringing luck for the following year.^^ This northern 

European custom may indicate the accommodation to a colder climate o f the earlier 

tradition from the Middle East. The Latin Historia trium regum, attributed to John of

Williams, ‘Old French Lives’, 156n.
Sheila Delany, Impolitic Bodies, 115. Delany reports that the tomb o f Richard Scrope, Archbishop o f  

York, executed for treason in 1405, was more popular with pilgrims in the north -  ‘or at least more 
profitable’ -  than Thomas Becket’s shrine in the south. Impolitic Bodies, 10.

Derolez, ‘Devotee’, 200.
W olf cites Barbarabrot and Barbaralicht in this context. Old Norse-Icelandic Legend, 37-38.

131



Hildesheim (d. 1375), comparing the Syrian celebration o f the Feast o f St Barbara, 

‘cuius corpus in Babilonia soldani quiescit’, (whose body lies at rest in the sultan’s 

[city of] Babylon) to the occidental veneration o f  St Martin, describes the Babylonian 

custom o f sending seeds for friends to sow in their gardens at this time o f year/^

In the fifteenth century, Barbara became a popular Christian name in continental 

Europe, an onomastic practice the English were slower to adopt.^' One o f the earliest 

native instances is Barbara, daughter o f  John Fitzherbert o f Etwall, Derbyshire, whose

72marriage to Thomas Cockayne in 1494 was attested by postmortem inquisition. The 

saint presided over church, civic and trade guilds throughout Europe. Not only was 

she elected patron o f  a variety o f  traditional and modem industries in which sudden 

death was an occupational hazard -  miners, gunners, artillerymen -  but also, 

unsurprisingly, masons and, enigmatically, textile-workers.^^ We do not know why 

the expatriate Flemish weavers at Florence dedicated to Barbara the confraternity they 

founded in 1448, but her patronage attracted to the chapel generations o f  bombardiers.

™ ‘et vnus amicus mittit alteri caul[i]um at aliarum herbamm semina que in ipso anno in ortis debent 
seminari’. The Middle English Three Kings o f  Cologne (London, Lambeth Palace MS 491) omits this 
item from its comparison of the cults of SS Barbara and Martin. The Three Kings o f  Cologne, ed. Frank 
Schaer (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 2000), 121-22.

George Redmonds records that the name was in ‘occasional use’ in the thirteenth century and in the 
second half o f the fifteenth century, increasing steadily in popularity in the sixteenth century. Christian 
Names in Local and Family History (Kew: The National Archives, 2004), 91.

CIPM  Henry VII ii, 832. The youngest daughter (b. 1492/3) o f the Norfolk merchant Richard Cely II, 
though apparently christened Anne, was thereafter known as Barbara. The Cely Letters, 1472-1488, ed. 
Alison Hanham, EETS o.s. 273 (London, 1975). In 1511, the abbess o f Marham, Norfolk, was named 
as Barbara Mason. See below, n. 150.

Gordon P. G. Hills, ‘Some Patron Saints o f Masonry’ in The Treasury o f  Masonic Thought (Dundee, 
1924); online edition, http://www.canonburv.ac.uk (accessed October 1, 2006). Franpoise Baligand and 
Catherine Carpentier-Bogaert detect a jeu  de mots in many instances o f patronage, citing the strange 
case of the jeu de paume and Louis Dubroc de Segange’s imaginative suggestion that the saint’s 
patronage of the gild o f paumiers -  the makers of the tow-filled balls used in the original game of 
tennis introduced in the fourteenth century by the French -  and described by Gower -  is explicable 
because the players ‘lancent des projectiles qui ont quelque analogie avec ceux lances par les canons’, 
an activity over which she already presided. Sainte Barbe: Legende et Tradition (Centre Historique 
Minier de Lewarde: Collection “Memoires de Gaillette” no. 3, 1997), 7 1 -7 2 .1 can find no evidence to 
support Marina Warner’s claim that Barbara was subsequently adopted by barbers, ‘with porcupine 
quills, combs and brushes for her emblems’, allegedly through a jeu  de nom. From the Beast to the 
Blonde: On Fairy Tales and Their Tellers (London: Vintage, 1995), 339.
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an endangered species whose fears doubtless accounted for the ‘sollicitude exageree’ 

they developed for the association’s affairs.^''

The evidence o f official endorsement o f Barbara is less convincing; she seems 

always to have been something o f an embarrassment to the Western Church. Although 

she made a belated appearance in French, Flemish and Dutch missals in the fourteenth 

and fifteenth centuries, her dies natalis never became a day o f o b l i ga t i on . I n  the 

English Church, Barbara did not enjoy the early esteem accorded, for instance, to 

Katherine, the only virgin martyr whose feast day halted all industry other than 

ploughing. In the aftermath o f the Black Death, the Peasants’ Rising and the punitive 

Ordinances o f  Labour, the sacred right to suspend work, or a least to reward

l f \‘consecrated idleness’, was rescinded. The revised Sarum Missal included the Mass 

o f St Barbara, prescribing readings from Isaiah 61 and 62 that emphasised her status 

as the virginal bride o f Christ,^’ but her feast was at most a ‘light’ holy day, such as 

Mirk described in the Festial. Attendance at her mass, like attendance at a wedding, 

remained discretionary. But a day o ff work in early December would surely not have 

inconvenienced the landowner nearly as much as the obligatory feast o f the

78Assumption at the height o f the harvest. Restrictions on the eating o f meat on her 

feast day, especially when it fell on a Friday, were demanded by the proper 

observance o f Advent rather than by any special regard for the saint.

Mario Battistini, La Confrerie de Sainte-Barbe des Flamands d Florence: Documents Relatifs aux 
Tisserands et aux Tapissiers (Brussels: Lamertin, 1931), 24.

There were local exceptions to the rule: Antwerp, for instance, maintained the obligation. Ellen 
Muller, ‘Saintly Virgins: The Veneration o f Virgin Saints in Religious Women’s Communities’, in 
Saints and She-Devils: Images o f  Women in the 15th and 16th Centuries, ed. Lene Dresen-Coenders, 
trans. C. M. H. Sion and R. M. J. van der Wilden (London: Rubicon Press, 1987), 97.
™ Payment o f  labourers for feast days and vigils was proscribed in 1402. See Barbara Harvey, ‘Work 
and Festa Ferianda in Medieval England’, Journal o f  Ecclesiastical History 23 (1972), 289-308, esp. 
306-7; see also C. R. Cheney, ‘Rules for the Observance o f  Feast-Days in Medieval England’, Bulletin 
o f  the Institute o f  Historical Research 34 (1961): 117^7.

The Sarum M issal in English, trans. F. E. Warren, 2. vols. (London, 1911-13), 2:234.
Harvey, "Festa Ferianda', 308.
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Although popularly esteemed throughout Europe either as one o f the honorary

triumvirate o f  virgin martyrs, along with Katherine o f  Alexandria and Margaret of

Antioch, or enlisted in the quatuor virgines capitalesj'^ she never entirely escaped the

taint o f  heresy. Origen may have been introduced into the story to add authenticity or

clerical gravitas but, given his blemished record, his presence can hardly have

80reassured orthodox Christians. Baptism by Origen’s envoy may be dubious, and by

John frankly farfetched, but by herself it is aberrant. Canon law does not authorise a

woman to baptise in any circumstances and makes provision for the emergency

81baptism only o f  another. The sole precedent for Barbara’s behaviour occurs in the 

apocryphal Acts o f  Paul, where Theda baptises herself Curiously, Barbara does not 

avail o f the canonically valid emergency act o f  contrition, but suspends animation

0 -3

until a priest arrives to minister the sacraments. Mathilde van Dijk, basing her 

reading on Jan’s Latin Life, commends the saint’s punctilious observation o f  the 

correct procedures in her miraculous remissions and in never usurping divine or

The fourth place is in contention: while Lockwood supports Agatha’s nomination, W olf follows 
Germanic tradition in endorsing Dorothy, another of Graesse’s superadditae.

Origen was acquitted o f heresy by the twelfth-century visionary, Elisabeth o f Schonau. According to 
her divine informant, Origen was guilty of error not malice. Elisabeth o f  Schonau: Complete Works, 
trans. Anne L. Clark (New York; Paulist Press, 2000), 125-26. In the Breton Buhez Sante Barba, 
Origen responds to Barbara’s missive by supplying ‘beaucoup de livres contenant la pure doctrine, sans 
nulle erreur’. Le Mystere de Sainte Barbe, 17.

Gratian cites the fifth Council of Carthage: ‘Mulier, quamuis docta et sancta, baptizare aliquos uel 
uiros docere in conuentu, non presumat.’ D.4 de cons. c.20, Friedberg, 1.1367; and Augustine to 
Fortunatus: ‘In necessitate, cum episcopi, aut presbiteri, aut quilibet ministrorum non inueniuntur, et 
urget periculum eius, qui petit, ne sine isto sacramento hanc uitam finiant, etiam laicos solere dare 
sacramentum, quod acceperunt, solemus audire’. D.4 de cons. c.21, Friedberg, 1.1368.

Acts o f  Paul and Theda  34, in Apocryphal New Testament, ed. James, 279; Acta Apostolorum 
Apocrypha, vol. 1, 260. Tertullian reminded his readers that the putative author o f the Acts o/Paul, an 
overzealous presbyter in Asia, was removed from office for his heterodoxy. De baptsimo 17, ANF, vol. 
3, (1885; reprint, Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1997), 677; PL 1:1219. In the account of T heda’s baptism 
Stephen J. Davis detects an appeal to Pauline authority (1 Cor. 10), ‘A “Pauline” Defense of W omen’s 
Right to Baptize? Intertextuality and Apostolic Authority in the Acts o f  PauV, Journal o f  Early 
Christian Studies 8 (2000): 453-59.

Mathilde van Dijk, ‘Travelling-Companion in the Journey o f Life: Saint Barbara ofNicomedia in a 
Devotio Modema Context’, in Death and Dying in the Middle Ages, ed. Edelgard E. DuBruck and 
Barbara I. Gusick (New York: Peter Lang, 1999), 226. In late medieval hagiography, most notably in 
the Life o f  Marie d 'Oignies, the Revelations o f  Elizabeth o f  Hungary and the Book o f  Margery Kempe, 
John the Evangelist was often the divinely ordained confessor to women in need, but his namesake was 
never despatched to perform the sacrament o f  baptism.
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priestly authority. Even though she undertakes not to save lives but to deter death, the 

LA Barbara is less easily acquitted by her critics. Her dying words are:

Domine Jesu Christe, cui omnia obediunt, praesta mihi hanc petitionem, ut, si 
quis memor fuerit nominis tui et famulae tuae faciens memoriam passionis 
meae, domine, ne memineris peccatorum ejus in die judicii, sed propitius esto 
ei, tu enim scis, quia caro sumus. {LA, 901)

Lord Jhesu Cryste whyche hast formed heuen and erthe, I beseche the to 
graunte me thy grace and here my prayer, that al they that haue memorye o f thy 
name & my passyon, 1 praye that thou wylte not remembre theyr synnes for 
thou knowest our fragylyte. {GoL, 3.1052)

Barbara’s request that God gratuitously forgive and forget the sins o f her followers is 

instantly granted by a voice from heaven. Reames quite rightly objects to the 

extravagant promises found in the supperadditac.

One can hardly imagine Jacobus himself promising, as the chapter on Barbara 
does (p.901), that devotion to the saint will ensure the remission o f all one’s 
sins at the Judgment. Instead he insists on the necessity o f penance, illustrating 
the greatest mercy o f the Virgin and other intercessors with stories in which an 
unhappy malefactor is restored to life long enough to fiilfill this requirement.

The GiL saint’s final testament is much more modest;

And for thow hast be my lord God from my yonge age and graciously 
defended me and kepte me hyder to nowe, merciftil saviour, to whose 
commaundement alle thynges be obedient, make me to make a goode ende o f 
m y lif  and agony, and graunte me this grace o f  thy mercy, that whosever be in 
any necessite or nede and remembre me and calle vpon me may haue comforte 
o f  thy large pite. And for them, Lorde, I pray moste specially, that be yerely 
devocion worschip and kepe the day o f my passion to thy lawde and praysyng, 
that they never deye sodeynly but that they may be verely contrite and 
confessid o f theyr synnes and resceyve thy blessid body or they go hens, that 
the deville haue never power in theym to kepe them from thy face o f glorie.

(1636-47)

Reames, Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, 160. Reames convicts the ‘superadditional’ Dorothy o f  
the same offence.
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As in the French texts derived from Jan’s Latin Life, the GiL Barbara calls for the 

cancellation of sins only after their confession. The granting of a good ending for the 

properly penitent is fiirther emphasised in the two dozen miracles attested here, and 

the three dozen miracles in the Dutch and Flemish manuscripts, but given 

demonstrably short shrift in the LA and no mention whatsoever in the GoL. The 

clerical concept of a good death may not have been what Barbara’s petitioners had in 

mind when they sought her intercession. Devotion to saints is naturally never as great 

as when invoked in the hour of need, but what the appellants needed, or thought they

DC

needed, was more often protection from premature death, disease or misfortune.

From surviving prayers, it seems that it is not injury time they earnestly desired but 

the dispensation of avoiding injury altogether.

If Jan de Wackerzeele’s fourteenth-century Life rendered Barbara a more 

efficacious intercessor, by the fifteenth century her miraculous power and influence 

had further increased with her enlistment in the saints’ co-operative, the Fourteen 

Holy Helpers, whose collective feast day was celebrated on August 8. The veneration 

of the vierzehn Nothelfer originated in Germany, largely in response to the Black 

Death, and followed its progress across mainland Europe. This union o f miracle- 

working saints operated a division of labour: each member saint retained his or her 

own area of excellence, but their collective power o f intercession was perceived to be 

more likely to win God’s grace and favour. Thus there was a saint for every 

circumstance and a cure for every ill. Such an arrangement offered divine assurance: if 

the chosen saint failed to reward constancy of devotion, the disappointed petitioner 

could transfer allegiance to an associate member o f the multiple. Although the

In a rare depiction o f  devotion to Barbara, the final scene in Cozzarelli’s Barbara  cycle on predella 
panels (Vatican) shows paupers and disabled petitioners -  hardly her normal constituency -  assembled 
at her tomb praying, presumably, not for a good death. See George Kaftal, ed.. Saints in Italian Art: 
Iconography o f  the Saints in Tuscan Painting (Florence: Casa Editrice Le Lettere, 1986), fig. 134.
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composition of this august body of auxiliary saints varied from time to place,

Q Z

Barbara’s membership was firmly established. In the first foirnulary o f the Church 

of England, the early reformers scrupulously vindicated prayer to the saints but denied 

‘that any saint doth serve for one thing more than another, or is patron of the same’; a 

later restatement expressly discredited Barbara’s efficacy ‘for thunder and gunshot’.*̂  

When, as Delehaye had anticipated, writing at the turn of the twentieth century, her 

canonical demise finally came in the papal cull of supernumerary saints in 1969, she 

was in good company: most o f the core members of the Fourteen Holy Helpers were 

also dismissed and the consortium dissolved, their services no longer required by the 

Vatican.

It is no coincidence that most if not all o f the team of helpers were virgin martyrs. 

Although, as Duffy has observed, it was not their virginity but their efficacy that was 

venerated,**** their potency derived from their purity. Virginity works like a charm in 

folklore and popular fiction, where lovely young maidens alone can tame lions, 

unicorns, and ail manner of savage men and beasts. Petitions to the blessed virgin 

Barbara for immunity from harm, the mantra-like prayers and rhymes, the ex voto 

images, iconographic pendants, rings, buckles and brooches imply the apotropaic

The regular members o f  this saints’ collective included Katherine o f  Alexandria and Margaret o f  
Antioch (the only other female saints), Christopher and George, all o f  whom were demoted in 1969. A 
pre-war critic o f German art and national character wrote slightingly o f  this ‘peculiarly German’ cult:
‘It is said to owe its popularity to an apparition seen by a shepherd boy near Banz in 1446. This vision, 
however, belongs, like that o f  our Lady o f  Lourdes, to a class o f  similar portents, witnessed by women 
and juveniles, which do not so much precede nor originate a new devotion, as they endorse and 
stimulate one already current among the masses. It is therefore not void o f  significance that out o f the 
group o f fourteen holy patrons to whose powerful intercession the pious German instinctively turned in 
the hour o f need, not more than five are monks or clerics; and o f  these one at least, St Erasmus, might 
well have appealed to a childish fascination for horrors through the gruesome circumstances o f  his 
martyrdom -  disembowelment by the winding o f  a winch -  rather than through the fortitude with which 
he bore it.’ Aymer Vallance, ‘Early German Art at the Burlington Fine Arts Club. II: The Pre-Diirerite 
Period’. Burlington M agazine 9 (1906): 258.

The Ten Articles (1536), reaffirmed in the Rationale o f  Ceremonial. Cited by Duffy, Stripping of the 
Altars, 393, 429.
** Duffy, ‘Holy Maydens’, 189.
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89power o f her cult. Even if  pilgrims appealed more frequently to her colleague St 

Christopher to provide pious travel insurance, Barbara’s image appears on several 

engraved metal badges, considered by Ellen Ettlinger less souvenirs of specific shrines 

than ‘personal prophylactic amulets’, but compared more endearingly by Samantha 

Riches to the photographs of family and friends we often carry around as keepsakes in 

our wallets: the image fosters the sentimental illusion of the loved one’s presence.^^ 

Exemplifying what John Bossy has irreverently labelled late medieval ‘me-prayers’,^' 

an apostrophe to St Barbara in a fifteenth-century French manuscript ends with the 

request for delivery from all evil:

Et me delivrez de tous vices,
De malaidie et de tristesse,

Q9De foudre de ciel et de tempeste...

Barbara’s capacities as efficient lightning conductor and averter of human misery 

were not left to chance. Jean Loi’c Lequellec, in his study o f joint appeals to Ste Barbe 

and Ste Fleur, cites the traditional practice o f planting houseleek {sempennvum 

tectorum) in domestic roofs, whether to stabilise the thatch or to protect from lightning 

strikes, as material evidence o f the widespread cult of St Barbara.^^ He believes that 

Barbara has stolen Jupiter’s thunder and that the pagan origins of her efficacy survive

A splendid example o f  a chape (protective metal cap for a belt end) engraved with the figure o f  St 
Barbara, recovered from the Thames waterfront in 1989, is described by Hazel Forsyth, ‘An Inscribed 
Sixteenth-Century English Silver-Gilt Chape’, Burlington M agazine 138 (1996): 392-93. The owner’s 
inscription implies Norfolk origins. See also the Middleham Jewel described below.
^  Ellen Ettlinger, ‘British Amulets in London Museums’, Folklore 50 (1939): 163-64; Samantha 
Riches, ‘Hagiography in Context: Images, Miracles, Shrines and Festivals’, in Companion, ed. Salih,
28.

John Bossy, ‘Christian Life in the Later Middle A ges’, Transactions o f  the Royal Historical Society, 
6th series, 1 (1991): 141.

Paris, BN MS nouv. Acq. Lat 615. fol.126, ed. Denomy, ‘Old French Life’, 175.
The houseleek was credited with other protective capacities: Arnold o f  Villanova (1238-1311) 

includes it in his list o f  medicinal plants able to ‘cut o ff libido, prevent impregnation, diminish milk and 
m enses’. Cited by John T. Noonan, Jr., Contraception: A H istory o f  Its Treatment by the Catholic 
Theologians and Canonists (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, Belknap Press, 1965), 207. It 
may have been hoped that the houseleek would cap the fertility o f  the household.
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in the French vernacular ‘joubarbe’, i.e. ‘Jove’s beard’.J u p i t e r ’s shadowy presence 

in the saint’s legend is discerned in her father’s name: Dioscorus, literally ‘sons o f  

Zeus’.'̂ ^

If, as in Joyce’s litany, the saints are represented by the ‘blessed symbols o f  their 

efficacies’, Barbara is the patent exception to the rule. Unlike Katherine’s wheel, 

Apollonia’s pincers, Lucy’s eyes or Agatha’s severed breasts -  the instruments or site 

o f  their torture -  the tower, Barbara’s most familiar symbol in occidental iconography, 

is not a metonym o f  her martyrdom. Her original attribute was in fact a peacock, with 

which she is depicted in the eighth-century Sta Maria Antiqua pillar f r e s c o . A r t  

historians have positively identified the bird emerging from behind the saint’s back, 

even if, in the absence o f  its distinctive tail, it looks rather more like Mother Goose. 

Although Anna Jameson could find no definitive explanation for the pavonian

97attribute, there are several contenders. The peacock, sacred to Juno in classical art, 

possesses a mixed pedigree in the Christian bestiary tradition; its tough flesh was 

considered indigestible and incorruptible, and was thus believed to symbolise the 

Resurrection and immortality.^* Williams reports marginal illustrations o f  strutting

Jean Loi’c Lequellec, ‘Sainte Barbe et Sainte Fleur: Hagiographie, ethnobotanique et traditions 
locales’, Bulletin de la Societe de M ythologie Frcm(;aise 178 (1995); 9-28. Lequellec believes the latter 
saint is em bedded in the roof fleur. Sem per uiua {sic) or aizon, abditus, agazo and azimon  are glossed 
iouis harba in the m id-twelfth-century Laud H erbal Glossary, ed. J. Richard Stracke (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 1974). Barba iouis is given the alternative name fterba herculis or sticados, possibly the OE 
‘sticw yrt’ (norm ally denoting agrimonia  rather than semper\'ivum).

Although the A A SS  does not m ention the Zeus connection with the Barbara-legtnd, it does cite 
Rufmus on the derivation o f  Katherine: ‘Hecaterina, sive A icaterina.. nam nomen Hecaterinae, quod 
ab Hecate derivatum esse videtur’, AASS  Supplement, 368.

See M yrtilla Avery, ‘The Alexandrian Style at Santa M aria Antiqua, Rom e’, Art Bulletin  7 (1925): 
131-149,

Anna Jameson, Sacred and Legendary Art (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1895), vol. 2, 485.
For the many moralisations o f  the peacock see Beryl Rowland, Birds with Human Souls: A Guide to 

Bird Symbolism  (Knoxville: University o f  Tennessee Press, 1978), 127-30, Despite its inedibility, tried 
and tested by Augustine, City o f  God  21,4, the peacock often graced the table o f  the rich, A late 
medieval recipe for ‘pecock rested’ calls for the plucked bird to be presented at table with its plumage 
replaced ‘as if  it were alive’. Two Fifteenth-Century Cookery-Books, ed, T, Austin, EETS o,s. 61(1888), 
79, Such spectacular fare is evidently intended as a feast for the eyes rather than the stomach. Novelty 
food, denounced by C haucer’s Parson as ‘pride o f  the table' (ParsT  443), is not the invention of 
m odem  chefs catering for the jaded western palate. But P liny’s assertion that the peacock recycled its 
own waste m atter was used as evidence o f avarice rather than pride. See John B, Friedman, ‘Peacocks
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peacocks in the Avignon manuscript o f the Vie de tres glorieuse vierge^'^ but the

bird’s pejorative associations with pride may have led to its demise in Renaissance

representation. In the Winchester, St Cross triptych (c.l525), the peacock has

migrated from the saint’s right wing to grace the Holy Family on the flight into

E gypt.N etherlandish  art preferred the ostrich feather to the peacock’s plume,

scarcely any less exotic but arguably more theologically correct. According to the

bestiary tradition, the hen’s proverbial carelessness o f  its eggs was a metaphor o f

indifference to earthly a f f a i r s . M a n y  o f  Barbara’s devotees, however, were greatly

exercised by the dangerous ways o f  the world. With the invention o f  gunpowder, and

the extension o f  Barbara’s patronage to the hazardous trades o f late medieval and

early modem Europe, not only the plumage but also the eggs o f the ostrich were

incorporated in the saint’s cult. According to Ellen Ettlinger, in the pilgrims’ church

o f Ste Barbe in Brittany, four ostrich eggs, known as boules de tonnerre, are

102suspended beside the saint’s statue. The statuesque saint in a fifteenth-century

and Preachers’, in Beasts and Birds o f  the Middle Ages: The Bestiary and Its Legacy, ed. Willene B. 
Clark and Meradith T. McMunn (Philadelphia: University o f Pennsylvania Press, 1989), 188.

Williams, ‘Old French Lives’, 157.
Reproduced in Christa Grossinger, North-European Panel Paintings: A Catalogue o f  Netherlandish 

and German Painting before 1600 in English Churches and Colleges (London; Harvey Miller, 1992), 
cat. no. 74.

Scriptural authority attributes the hen’s carelessness to ignorance (Job 39:13-17) or native cruelty 
(Lamentations 4:3). In secular art, the ostrich symbolises justice: it differs from other birds in having 
plumes o f supposedly equal length. Rowland, Birds, 113. Pliny considered the ostrich omnivorous, 
capable o f digesting even ironmongery (Birds, 111-12), a belief illustrated on a Savoie misericord 
(Elaine C. Block, Corpus o f  Medieval Misericords in France, X Ill-X V I Century (Tumhout: Brepols, 
2003), 370), and echoed by Shakespeare’s Jack Cade who threatens Iden with sword-swallowing justice 
(2 Henry VI, 4.9.25-26). Before murdering the rebel, the Kentish gentleman invites him to ‘oppose thy 
steadfast gazing eyes to mine’ (42). Nile Green observes that in some versions o f the Physiologus the 
careless ostrich is credited with the ability to hatch its eggs through the power o f concentration. In a 
wide-ranging article Green establishes the celestial, funerary and regal significance of struthian and 
pavonine symbols in ancient Egyptian, Greek and Roman practice, and traces their absorption by Islam 
and subsequent transmission to Christianity through the medium o f Mediterranean merchant trading. 
‘Ostrich Eggs and Peacock Feathers: Sacred Objects as Cultural Exchange between Christianity and 
\s\dim', Al-Masdq 18 (2006): 27-66.

Ellen Ettlinger, Review o f Venetia Newell, An Egg at Easter: A Folklore Study, in Man n.s. 6 
(1971): 725-26. Blown ostrich eggs were often used as pendant reliquaries, such as the one that hangs 
prominently from a scallop shell vault above the Virgin and Child in Piero della Francesca’s 
Montefeltro Altarpiece (\469-74, Milan, Pinacoteca di Brera). Two such fourteenth-century eggs are 
preserved with their original mountings in the Treasury o f St Servatius, Maastricht. See Henk van Os,
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English alabaster (London, Victoria and Albert Museum) cradles an authentic 

cannonball against her bare breasts.

In Byzantine art Barbara was distinguished by her beauty, conforming in every 

particular to the conventional image o f female perfection: round face, undulating hair 

worn loose, and luxuriously dressed as befitted the daughter o f  a n o b l e m a n . S h e  

generally appears bareheaded in occidental art, sometimes crowned with a tiara before 

the fifteenth century, thereafter acquiring a variety o f headdresses in keeping with the 

latest fashions and fabrics, in flagrant defiance o f sumptuary legislation. Indeed, the 

impropriety o f her representation in contemporary art scandalised the early reformers 

in Germany, who singled out Barbara and Katherine for complaint that the virgin 

martyrs were being made to look like whores, as in fig. S.'**"* The turbans, peaked 

headdresses, necklace pendants, and especially the lavishly embroidered trailing 

robes, so often parodied by pulpit preachers, offered the artist a tailor-made site for the 

tokens o f martyrdom and the viewer the gratuitous pleasure o f playing hunt-the- 

symbol, as in Gerard David’s Virgo inter Virgines (1509, Rouen, Musee des Beaux 

Arts, fig. 5) and the late fifteenth-century Virgin Surrounded by Female Saints by the 

Master o f  the Legend o f  St Lucy (Brussels, Musees Royaux des Beaux Arts de 

Belgique, fig. 6).

Barbara is often portrayed brandishing a scale model o f the tower -  a favourite 

Venetian device also adopted by Hans Memling on the right wings o f  his Triptych o f

The Way to Heaven: Relic Veneration in the M iddle Ages, (exhibition catalogue, Amsterdam/Utrecht, 
2000), 117. The allegorised ‘single-mindedness’ o f  the bird, according to the thirteenth-century German 
theologian, Durandus, accounted for the contemporary use o f  suspended ostrich eggs as a reminder to 
man o f  the error o f  his ways. Green, ‘Ostrich Eggs’, 36. In his Natural History, Pliny recommended the 
white o f  an ostrich egg mixed with urine as a salve for sunburn. Vol. 7, Book 28, xviii, 66.

Henry Maguire comments that the loose hair was rather risque in Byzantine art. The Icons o f  Their 
Bodies: Saints and Their Images in Byzantium (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1996), 28.
In several Byzantine icons, however, Barbara is depicted with a loros, the long scarf that identifies her 
as a deaconess. Maria G. Parani, Reconstructing the Reality o f  Images: Byzantine M aterial Culture and 
Religious Iconography (IIth to 15th Centuries) (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 98.

Michael Baxandall, The Limewood Sculptors o f  Renaissance Germany (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1980), 88-90.
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Adriaan Reins (1480, Bruges, Sint-Janshospitaalmuseum) and in the Triptych with 

Saint Christopher, the 'Moreel-Triptych’ (1484, Bruges, Groeningemuseum) -  unless 

she has her hands full o f other attributes. In Italian frescoes Barbara frequently uses 

both hands to support the tower. A late medieval English alabaster figure o f Barbara 

shows the crowned saint encumbered with a pair o f symmetrical objects. In her left 

hand she holds aloft her martyr’s palm unconventionally planted in a substantial 

container; in her right, a square tower with a porthole window revealing what W. L. 

Hildburgh describes as a ‘small circular boss’, which he is hard put to identify.

Despite Hildburgh’s objection that the convex form o f the boss, and the absence of the 

chalice, rule out the host, it seems to me that the tower is designed to simulate the 

monstrance, the boss its visible contents, and that that chalice is recalled in the 

counterbalanced container. On the inner wing o f Lucas Cranach the Elder’s 

Martyrdom o f  Saint Catherine (1506, Dresden, Gemaldegalerie), Barbara clutches a 

chalice with the host poised above it, rather like a child’s cup and ball game.'°^ In a 

fresco o f the School of the Alto Adige (c.l400, Quarazze, San Pietro), she holds a 

pedimented tower in her left hand and in her right a host, on which the diminutive 

devotee kneeling at her feet gazes in r a p t u r e . T h e  saint, standing outside a Venetian 

tower house, herself receives the host delivered in a monstrance by a ministering angel 

in an early fifteenth-century fresco from the same school (Termeno, San Valentinoi.'^* 

Among other novelties in Venetian iconography are two depictions o f the saint with

W. L. Hildburgh, ‘Iconographical Peculiarities in English Medieval Alabaster Carvings’, Folklore 
44 (1933): 128-31. Hildburgh claims that the ‘boss’ is peculiar to English iconography. His imagimtive 
suggestion that the boss represents the cross-section o f  the spontaneous jet o f  water is unconvincing 

The chalice with a spherical host suspended above it is common in German and Netherlandish 
iconography o f  Barbara, as in Hans Holbein’s St Sebastian  Altarpiece (1516, Munich, Alte Pinakothek) 
and in the Master o f  the Starck Altarpiece (1480-90 , Washington, DC, National Gallery o f  Art), 
reproduced here in fig. 4; the chalice and host occupy a prominent position on the window ledge o f  he 
bathhouse in Meister E. S .’s drawing o f  Barbara’s execution. See Adam S. Labuda, ‘W on und Bild m 
spaten Mittelalter am Beispiel des Breslauer Barbara-Altars (1447)’, Artibus et Historiae 5 (1984): f l .
'  ̂Illustrated in George Kaftal, ed., with the collaboration o f  Fabrio Bisogni, Saints in Italian Art: 7he 
Painting o f  North East Italy {FXoTencc: Sansoni, 1978), fig. 135.

Kaftal, ed.. Saints: North East Italy, fig. 136.
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fig 3. Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472-1553), St Catherine o f  Alexandria and St Barbai
left and right wings o f triptych 

(Antwerp, Museum Mayer van den Bergh)

fig. 4, Master of the Starck Triptych, Saint Barbara (c. 1480/1490) 
Washington, D.C., National Gallery o f Art



fig. 5. Gerard David, Virgo inter virgines 
(1509, Rouen, Musee des Beaux Arts)

fig. 6. Master o f the Legend o f St Lucy, Virgin Surrounded by Female Saints 
(c.1488, Brussels, Musees Royaux des Beaux Arts)



an arrow that does not feature in her legend: lest she be mistaken for Ursula, Barbara’s 

name is inscribed on the background o f one and on a scroll in the other.

Whether fixed or free-standing, a tower may be domestic or defensive, round or 

square, blind or perforated with a varying number and style o f apertures. Its design 

and configuration are determined to some extent by the choice o f base text or version 

o f  the legend but more by the artist’s or patron’s perception o f towers. Thus English 

wall paintings generally depict Norman keeps; Gonzalo Perez’s Barbara altarpiece 

(c. 1420-30, Barcelona, Catalonia Museum o f Art) features a distinctly Moorish tower; 

the austere fortress behind the Carthusian monk in Petrus Christus’s ‘Exeter 

M adonna’ (c.l450, Berlin, Gemaldegalerie) is crowned with a splendid crocketed 

spire; the triptych o f the Master o f Sainte-Gudule, who was presumably based in 

Brussels, shows Barbara balancing a post-mill tower in her left hand; ' and in 

M emling’s Virgin and Child with Saints and Donors, the "John Donne triptych'

(c. 1480, London, National Gallery), a stylised Bruges belfry flanks Barbara, the 

pendant to Catherine’s mill-wheel. In an unusual departure from iconographic 

convention, the tower in the Crucifixion with SS Catherine and Barbara, the 

‘Altarpiece o f the Tanners’ (c.l420, Bruges, St Salvator’s Cathedral Treasury), the 

tower flies a flag o f  commissioning freedom. An anonymous oakwood sculpture 

portrays the standing saint apparently leaning against a diminutive tower carved like a 

newel post, her sole surviving hand supporting a hefty folio-sized book (c. 1500, 

Bruges, Sint-Janshospitaalmuseum).

Barbara appears with an arrow in the panel o f  a polyptych (c. 1370, Baltimore, Md.). Kaftal, ed., 
Saints: North East Italy, fig. 134; see also the Giovanni da Marone fresco from Zone, in Kaftal, ed. 
Saints in Italian Art: The Painting o f  North West Italy (Florence: Casa Editrice Le Lettere, 1985), fig. 
150.
' The Perez piece is discussed by Labuda, ‘Wort und Bild’, 44ff; the Ste-Gudule triptych by Jean 
Michel Massing, ‘Three Panels by the Master o f  the View o f  Ste-Gudule in the Chapel o f  Queen’s 
College, Cambridge’, Burlington Magazine 133 (1991): 690-93.
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In the classic virgo inter virgines formula favoured by Flemish artists, Barbara is

often recruited as one of several ladies-in-waiting to Our Lady. The inner circle in the

aforementioned panel by the Master o f the Legend o f St Lucy suggests to Ellen Muller

that here the three most favoured virgins, Katherine, Mary Magdalen and Barbara,

represent the theological virtues. Barbara is awarded charitable status on the slender

evidence o f her offering the Christ child a flow er." ' Given that Barbara is often paired

with Katherine, like Martha and Mary, as personifications of the active and

contemplative life, it is significant how much time the ‘active’ saint reserves for

reading, albeit devotional texts. Memling’s Triptych o f  John the Baptist and John the

Evangelist {\A1A-19, Bruges, Memlingmuseum), shows Barbara absorbed in her book

of hours, while Katherine amuses the Christ child on Mary’s lap, extending her finger

112
to receive the wedding ring. In Jan van Eyck’s unfinished painting o f Saint Barbara 

(1437, Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum van Schone Kunsten, fig. 7), the saint sits 

reading in the foreground, beatifically oblivious of the industrious construction of a 

monumental Gothic cathedral tower immediately behind her. Robert Campin, who 

showed much more interest in joinery than in masonry, has the booklover on the right 

wing of his Werl Altarpiece (1438, Madrid, Prado, fig. 8) comfortably seated indoors 

on a custom-made banc tourne, insulated fi’om the building site beyond the window, 

Italian Renaissance representations, such as the tall narrow Termeno tower 

menfioned above, bear a curious resemblance to the prestigious dwellings o f the 

‘tower society’ of contemporary city states, quite consistent with the castelet of the 

Brussels Vie Sainte Barbe. Though this one lacks a loggia, the ground floor presents a

Muller, ‘Saintly Virgins’, 91.
An early twentieth-century monograph claimed that the portraits o f  Barbara and Catherine are the 

respective likenesses o f Margaret o f  York and her daughter Margaret o f  Burgundy, wife o f Charles the 
Bold who is allegedly depicted as one o f  the magi in M emling’s Adoration o f  the Kings (Madrid,
Prado) and Triptych o f  Jan Floreins, also in the Memlingmuseum. See W. H. James Weale, ‘Notes on 
Some Portraits o f  the Early Netherlands School’, Burlington M agazine 17 (1910): 174-75 and 177.
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fie 7. Ja n  v a n  E y ck , 5arhara
(1437, Antwerp, KoninkHjk Museum van Schone Kunsten)



fig. 8. Robert Campin, Werl Altarpiece, (1438, Madrid, Prado) 
right wing depicting St Barbara reading



typically defensive fa9ade, permitting the uninhibited play of light and air only to the 

piano nobile. If so commodious an edifice is indeed intended for house arrest, the poor 

little rich girl is evidently detained in a glorified gilded cage. But in most of the listed 

buildings, it is hard to imagine a tower more pregnable or, in the best beloved phrase 

of feminist criticism, an anchorhold more penneable; with so generously ventilated a 

construction there is no need for the hagiographic equivalent of Lancelot’s ladder or 

Rapunzel’s hair. The round tower in a Flemish tapestry of c.1470 is amenably sited in 

a rose garden, which Barbara shares with Katherine and the three-generational Anna- 

te-drieen, making it seem more of a summer house than a penitentiary."^ From the 

textual evidence of Jan and Jacobus the saint’s tower could not be construed as a 

garden enclosed, nor the bathhouse a fountain sealed, yet many commentators persist 

in reading the BarharaAegend as a ‘romance of enclosure’, in Wogan-Browne’s 

expression, in keeping with the tower-bower-cell motif so often espoused in saints’ 

Lives. The tendency among recent critics seduced by the sirenic, or eirenic, Song o f  

Songs has been either to fail to distinguish the virgo inter virgines -  appropriating 

Marian imagery for all virgin saints -  or to impose on the literature a modernist 

reading of enclosure, to confound solitary confinement with self-expression, although 

one dissenter effectively dispels this anachronistic image of hagiographic designer 

living with the irreverent reminder that the ultimate room of one’s own is surely the 

grave. But the romance of enclosure has another negative value: claustration is 

attractive to women precisely because life in the world is perceived as perilous. It is

See A. F. Kendrick, ‘A Tapestry Altar-Frontal o f  the Fifteenth Century’, Burlington Magazine 49 
(1926); 211-13 and 217.

Wogan-Browne, Saints ’ Lives, 24. In a whimsical retelling o f  the Life, for her refusal to promise to 
stay put, Barbara’s father not only locks her in the bath-house tower but throws the key into the well. 
Michele Roberts, Impossible Saints (London; Virago, 1998), 281. In the parallel story o f  St Christina, 
the saint liked her tower: ‘It enclosed her like the garden in the Song o f  Songs, she lived at the heart o f  
the mystic rose, she was the fountain sealed up, the secret spring that did not flow. ’ Impossible Saints, 
120 .

Elizabeth Robertson, Early English Devotional Prose and the Female Audience (Knoxville: 
University o f  Tennessee Press, 1990), 75, citing Elaine Showalter.
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strange indeed that Barbara, the proprietary saint of endangered lives, should herself 

take refuge in her father’s defensive keep, which the Dioscorus o f the Laval five-day 

drama vehemently denied was a place of detention: ‘Ce n’est pas forme de prison’.”  ̂

The suspicion that Barbara’s confinement is in fact elective induces Kathleen 

O’Grady’s conjecture, in her article on the spectral presence of the saint in the 

writings of Julia Kristeva:

Perhaps this legend has the makings of a great feminist tragedy? [5/c].. .Is this 
the story o f a daughter who, having released the ties that bind her to the Father, 
knows of no other place than the Father’s house? A daughter forever estranged 
from her mother. ’ ‘

Leaving aside Kristeva’s psyche, the theory of maternal deprivation cannot account

for Barbara’s voluntary disaffiliation fi'om both her parents in the Vie de tres glorieuse

vierge, unless of course this is the fiilfilment o f the ‘great feminist tragedy'. The

incongruity o f the upper case ‘Father’ and lower case ‘mother’ implies the patriarchal

dominance in O’Grady’s reading. If the tower emphafically asserts the phallic

presence of the Father, Barbara’s alternative attribute, the chalice, is interpreted here

118as a uterine symbol of her absent mother. Thus Barbara’s choice not to run away 

but to stay and pray is a signally hollow victory for matriarchy, a ‘celebration of a 

patricide’ {nota bene, not ‘parricide’); in destroying her father’s {sic) gods she 

destroys his power. The divine incineration of Dioscorus thus reduces to the efficient

' An uninhibited view o f  the surrounding countryside and its denizens does not, however, entail the 
freedom to roam. ‘Vous pouvez en toute saison / Voir les pres, les champs et les bois / Et les gens aller 
par les voyes.’ Pottier, ed., ‘La Vie et Histoire de Madame Sainte Barbe’, 262. In the sixteenth-century 
script, Barbara queries her detention: ‘Mon cher pere, quel souci prenez-vous, et quelle est votre 
intention? A quoi pensez-vous, de me mettre dans une dure prison, privee de tout agrement?’ (201) 
Anxieties over the father’s propriety are expressed by two male relatives; reassured by Dioscorus’s 
defence o f  his daughter’s best interests, they conclude, ‘Un pere peut bien mettre son enfant en lieu 
mysterieux, pour la garder a I’abri de tout malheur, de toute mesaventure qui pourrait lui arriver; je  n’en 
fait pas de doute. Aussi, chacun doit se garder soigneusement de toute interpretation maligne ou 
envieuse.’ Le M ystere de Sainte Barbe, 210.

Kathleen O ’Grady, ‘The Tower and the Chalice: Julia Kristeva and the Story o f  Santa Barbara’, 
Feminist Theology 29 (2002): 54.
' O’Grady, ‘The Tower and the Chalice’, 57.
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removal o f  waste matter from the mountainside. The obliteration o f  the wicked father 

seems to have defied artistic representation; in the anonymous Breslau Barbara-Altar 

(1447, Warsaw, National Museum) Dioscorus shields his eyes from the vengeance to 

come,"*^ but in the altarpiece (c .l468 , Florence, Accademia) commissioned by the 

Flemish Confrerie de Ste Barbe for their chapel in the Florentine church o f  SS 

Annunziata, Cosimo Rosselli has adapted the familiar m otif from the legends o f  

demon- and dragon-taming saints. As Katherine and, most notably, Margaret trample 

on their vanquished assailant, so an exultant Barbara, flanked by John the Baptist and

Matthew, is painted with palm and slender tower in either hand, her father spread-

120eagled beneath her feet.

Rosselli followed his Italian instinct for towers, but the prevalence in

Netherlandish iconography o f  the chalice, with or without the host, as de Gaiffier

12 1notes, clearly derives from Jan de W ackerzeele’s Life. The further removed from 

Jan’s area o f  influence, the less likely regional art o f  the Late Middle Ages is to 

reproduce the symbols o f  the Eucharist in the depiction o f  the legend o f  St Barbara.

In Tilman Riemanschneider’s early sixteenth-century limewood sculpture o f  the virgin 

martyr (Munich, Bayerisches Nationalmuseum) she holds the chalice in her right

See Labuda, ‘W ort und B ild’, 38.
The altarpiece is reproduced by Paula Nuttall, ‘“La Tavele Sinte Barberen” : N ew  Documents for 

Cosimo Rosselli and Giuliano da M aiano’, Burlington M agazine 127 (1985): 365-72. Two early 
com missions by the fellow Florentine artist Domenico Ghirlandaio, the apse fresco o f  St Barbara 
accom panied by Jerome and Anthony Abbot, in the parish church o f  Sant’Andrea, Cercina (c .l471), 
and a panel painting (c. 1473) now in a private collection, both depict the saint striking an identical 
pose. The catalogue description o f the Accademia painting unaccountably designates Rosselli’s 
iconography a ‘citation’ from Ghirlandaio.

De Gaiffier, ‘Latin Life’, 35-36.
The Lollard defence o f  a w om an’s right to adm inister the sacrament may have made the eucharistic 

representation far too politically sensitive in England. See for instance the deposition o f  W alter Brut, 
from the Register o f  Bishop Trefnant, in partial translation by Alcuin Blamires, Woman D efam ed and  
Woman Defended: An Anthology o f  M edieval Texts (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 259. Caroline 
W alker B ynum ’s endorsement o f  D um outet’s com m ent that Barbara was ‘probably the saint most 
frequently associated with the eucharist in iconography’ is illustrated by a single example from Liibeck. 
H oly Feast and Holy Fast, 81. In Netherlandish art, the chalice -  albeit a poisoned chalice -  appears as 
an additional attribute o f  John the Evangelist, as in M em ling’s M ystic M arriage o f  St Catherine.
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hand, wrapped in the folds of her gown. Given that such freestanding sculptures

were used in place o f retables for German altarpieces, it seems more likely that the

protective gesture indicates the sacredness o f the vessel rather than, as is often

assumed, the gratuitous evidence of the sculptor’s classical skill in rendering the folds

of the drapery. It is not at all clear whether the chalice ftinctioned as signifier or

souvenir in the late medieval iconography o f the saint since, as Miri Rubin points out,

the chalice was effectively withdrawn from the laity in the mid-thirteenth century.'^'*

The chalice and the host evoke the supreme Christian sacrifice. To the Church

hierarchy of the Late Middle Ages martyrdom was the most admirable and least

recommended imitation of Christ. The majority o f the passiones reputedly took place

during the Diocletian persecutions, but many critics have commented on the

qualitative difference between the legendary ordeals o f male and female martyrs. In

both literary and visual representation, it is objected, while all are viciously assaulted,

only the women are sexually humiliated. Men are not threatened with naked exposure

and, with the possible exception o f Sebastian transfixed to a tree, none but the flayed

1

and the grilled are portrayed stripped bare for their ordeal. Where Barbara and her 

fellow sufferers have their breasts amputated -  the essence o f their femininity, if  not 

their maternity -  no male martyr is ever emasculated. But the surgeon’s knife cuts 

both ways: as men do not suffer mastectomies so women are not normally flayed 

alive, a barbaric sentence reserved for male offenders, whether committed Christians

See Baxandall, Limewood Sculptors, pi. 33T h e German tradition favoured freestanding sculptures 
rather than retables for altarpieces.

Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late M edieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), 134.

In the late fourteenth-century alliterative Siege o f  Jerusalem, however, the accursed Jews humiliate 
their captive Christians by tying their hands behind their backs, shaving each man’s hair and beard, ard 
attaching a cheese (presumably ripe) to his neck, before returning them to the waspish Vespasian, 
‘nake[ne]d as a nedel • to })e nejjer houe’. The Siege o f  Jerusalem, ed. Ralph Hanna and David Lawtor, 
EETS 320 (Oxford, 2003), 1.365. The editors prefer the reading neper houe ( ‘lower hood’, i.e. 
underwear) to the alternative neper hole ( ‘anus’). Even if  allowed to remain scantily clad, the Christiais 
are being feminised by the Jews.
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126or corrupt judges. Nor, M ills observes, is there any great enthusiasm for the cooking 

o f female flesh, although the attempts to pot-roast the men are culinary f a i l u r e s . N o  

amount o f  baking or boiling will render male gristle esculent. Male virgin martyrs, 

like the proverbial peacocks, are utterly inedible: even the dogs in the street w on’t 

touch them. Perhaps this is the reason why m en’s thick skin requires flaying and 

tanning, while w om en’s tender breasts can be sliced from the bone. In the case o f  

the piecemeal butchery o f  James the Dismembered, W olf remarks on the significance

129not o f  what is cut o ff  but o f  what is not. W hile it is true that castrations are inflicted

only on sexual offenders -  real or imagined -  and never on male virgin martyrs, it 

seems to me that the sexualisation o f  breasts is a modem preoccupation.'^*' The GiL 

Barbara, after berating the judge and his executioners, welcom es surgical realignment 

to ‘make me a man’ by ridding her o f  her unwanted excrescences, the superfluous 

‘brestis whom child never dydde sow ke’. The mammary excision is gruesome, but it

'■* See Sarah Kay, ‘Original Skin: Flaying, Reading and Thinking in the Legend o f  Saint Bartholomew 
and O ther W orks’, Journal o f  M edieval and Early M odern Studies 36 (2006): 35-73. Despite her 
thorough treatment o f  the subject, Kay does not mention that flaying is a gendered punishment. The 
only flayed female saint I have encountered is the LA Julitta, m other o f  the infant prodigy Quiricus. 
Curiously, in the Latin and M iddle English Revelations attributed to Elizabeth o f  Hungary, the Virgin 
M ary asks the future matron-saint if  she is prepared for the love o f  God to undergo the ordeals suffered 
by SS Bartholomew, Lawrence and John the Evangelist: ‘W oldyst J)ou for ys loue be flawin and rostyd 
and drynke vonow n?’ (CUL MS H h.i.l 1), The Two M iddle English Translations o f  the Revelations o f  
St Elizabeth o f  Hungary, ed. Sarah M cNamer (Heidelberg: C. W inter, 1996), 84. Perhaps a wife and 
mother is immune from the sufferings inflicted on her virginal sisters.

Robert Mills, ‘Violence, Com m unity and the M aterialisation o f  B e lie f, in Companion, ed. Salih, 
89-90. In G alen’s physiology, however, the female uterus was the oven in which the foetus was slowly 
cooked. Caroline W alker Bynum, ‘The Body o f  Christ in the Later M iddle Ages: A Reply to Leo 
Steinberg’, in Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays On G ender and the Human Body in M edieval 
Religion  (New York: Zone Books, 1992), 100. The notable exception to the distaste for baked female 
flesh occurs in the Life o f  the Anglo-Saxon Saint M ildred, a late entrant to the SEL. The French abbess, 
to whose care the young girl has been entrusted, attem pts to coax the maiden saint to accept a knight’s 
suit by shutting her in a hot oven, the narrator wryly observes, ‘as me bakejj a kake / Me t)inke[5 jjer was 
a swete lo f ■ to oure Lordes bord ibake’ {Mildred, 11. 89-90 , in Gorlach, Textual Tradition). Ashton 
ascribes female saints’ fearlessness o f  being baked or broiled alive not to their faith, or even their 
manufacture o f  com m union hosts, but to their fam iliarity with domestic pots and pans, a familiarity 
which apparently breeds contem pt o f  pagan m aster chefs. Generation o f  Identity, 146-47.

Some male saints are more delicate than others: the SEL  George is raked raw with flesh hooks by his 
tormentors: ‘A1 hi todrowe is tendre vleiss • jje peces folle to gronde’ (1. 35).

Wolf, Old Nor.'ie-Icelandic Legend, 119.
In an unusual role-reversal Vincent suffers a m am m ary branding in A elfric’s tenth-century life:

‘M an ledde to his breostum brade isene cliitas / swide glow ende [Daet hit sang ongean’. Cited by Robert 
Mills, “ ‘W hatever You Do is a Delight to M e!” : M asculinity, M asochism, and Queer Play in 
Representations o f  M ale M artyrdom ’, Exemplaria  13 (2001): 1-37.
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is not the act of sexual degradation that vaginal mutilation would be. It is sometimes 

suggested that the severing of breasts fiinctions as symbolic defloration; as John 

Anson has pointed out, Roman Law prohibited the execution of a virgin, thereby 

providing prison guards with a judicial incentive to rape the young women in their 

charge.'^'

In her catalogue description of the Master Francke altarpiece, the Martyrdom o f  St 

Barbara (c.I400, Helsinki, National Gallery o f Finland, fig. 9), Riitta Pylkkanen 

detects the influence of the ‘chivalric-romantic miniature art’ favoured by the 

Burgundian court. Madeline Caviness does not conceal her cynicism, reading gang 

rape into the intentions o f the henchmen, ‘made clear in their case by the huge 

codpieces, dangling belt buckles, bursting seams, and a scimitar about to be 

unsheathed’. F o r  want of actual penetrative sex the dastardly designs of the 

suspiciously non-Caucasian villains o f the Master Francke altarpiece can only be 

inferred.* '̂* When addressing the same painting, Mills posits the notorious 

unrepresentability o f rape, ‘that while rape is always clearly at issue in virgin martyr 

legends, actual forced sex remains.. .a theoretical possibility that is not realizable as 

such’.'^^ He is right, if for the wrong reason. Repeating Tertullian’s claim that every

John Anson, ‘The Female Transvestite in Early Monasticism: The Origin and Development o f  a 
M otif, Viator 5 (1974): 1-32, 27n. A  similar reference occurs in Pericles, 4 .6 .127-28 , where the 
brothel warder threatens Marina: ‘I must have your maidenliood taken off, or the common hangman 
shall execute it.’ Tacitus cites the case o f  the captive maiden who, ‘because capital punishment o f  a 
virgin was unprecedented ...w as violated by the executioner with a noose beside her’. Annals, trans. 
Michael Grant (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1956), IX, 194.

Riitta Pylkkanen, Pyhdn Barbaran Legenda /The Legend o f  Saint Barbara  (Helsinki: Suomen 
Kansallismuseo / Finlands Nationalmuseum, 1966).

Madeline H. Caviness, Visualizing Women in the M iddle Ages: Sight, Spectacle, and Scopic 
Economy (Philadelphia: University o f  Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 115. A cycle o f  eight scenes from the 
Life o f  St Barbara surrounds the central images o f  the Virgin Mary.
' The barbarous appearance o f  the men in the painting substantiates Robert M ills’s observation that 
sympathy with the victims in the text does not extend to victims o f  the text. Suspended Animation: 
Pain, Pleasure and Punishment in M edieval Culture (London: Reaktion Books, 2005), 141.

Mills, Suspended Animation, 115-16. Kathleen Coyne Kelly argues that in hagiography the 
‘unrepresentability o f  rape is a correlative to the unrepresentability o f  virginity’, a statement that seems 
to apply to art not literature. ‘Useful Virgins in Medieval Hagiography’, in Constructions o f  
Widowhood, ed. Carlson and Weisl, 138.
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fig. 9. Master Francke, The Martyrdom o f  Saint Barbara 
(c. 1400, Helsinki, National Gallery of Finland)



public exposure o f a virgin is a violation, he counters that in the Christian tradition the 

figure o f the virgin martyr was an ‘icon o f impregnability’. Mills could have cited 

here the legend o f  Lucy who was condemned to a brothel; despite her insistence that 

ravishment could rob her neither o f spiritual purity nor celestial crown, she was 

nevertheless rewarded with immunity from sexual a s s a u l t . B u t  the representational 

capacities o f art and literature diverge: in the case o f the virgin m artjrs o f 

hagiography, rape is unrealisable only in so far as it is unrealised. The large number o f 

legendary saints who preferred death to dishonour implies that they did not take their 

inviolability for granted. If forced sex is unrepresentable in art, it may be because 

there is no way o f establishing beyond reasonable doubt that the mute victim did not 

consent. Silence, as we have seen in the discussion o f marriage, is often construed as 

complicity.

In the vernacular French textual tradition and in the GiL, Barbara emerges as an 

articulate and opinionated adolescent, but in visual representation she is necessarily 

denied the power o f speech. Acknowledging the distinctive operations o f text and 

image, Mills assigns a positive value to Barbara’s exposure. He interprets the image o f 

her stripped body not as the object o f intended rape, but as the active subject o f her 

own virginal martyrdom. While I agree with Mills that it is simplistic to suggest that 

saints’ Lives either ‘encode male sexual fantasies or inscribe patriarchal conceptions 

o f women as passive victims’, s u p p o r t  for the projection o f Barbara as a virago 

nevertheless derives from his reading o f  the Vie de Sainte Barbe, not on what we see 

in the Master Francke altarpiece. In six o f the panels she is shown being threatened or 

manhandled by her minders; in the remaining two she is absent from her own story.

‘The body is not defiled.. .unless the mind consents. If you have me ravished against my will, my 
chastity will be doubled and the crown will be mine. You will never be able to force my w ill.’ Jacobus 
de Voragine, The Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints, trans. William Granger Ryan, 2 vols. 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1993), 1, 28.

Mills, Suspended Animation, 122.
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Nowhere is she depicted managing her martyrdom. In another hfecycle, on the left 

wing o f a late fifteenth-century triptych by the Master o f the Saint Barbara Legend 

(Bruges, Museum van het Heilig Bloed), the scenes fi-om the early part o f the story 

revolve around the tower. Barbara appears twice in her own legend, first ushered into 

the low-rise edifice still under construction and, once inside, to mime conversation 

with her father. Dioscorus dominates the picture, busily organising the events o f her 

Life. Barbara has no space of her own, and no time for reading. In the central panel of 

the triptych (Brussels, Musees Royaux des Beaux Arts de Belgique), the leading men 

in her life lay claim to her: John to baptise her, Dioscorus to menace her, the judge to 

accuse her. Her lasting impression, the inscription o f a cruciform graffito on the 

marble pillar -  the only evidence that ‘Barbara’ was here -  is guided by an angel 

clutching her sleeve. In the far distance, a gap opens between the officious turrets and 

towers to reveal a diminutive figure being dragged down by the mountain by her hair.

The role o f Dioscorus in Barbara’s martyrdom disturbs many commentators. To

the authors o f the various Lives he may be a wicked or misguided pagan, but to

modem critics steeped in abjection studies and film theory he displays the classic

118symptoms o f sado-eroticism. The father is not only the perpetrator of the first and 

final assaults on his captive daughter, but also the patron, player-manager and most 

privileged spectator o f the obscene performance. Indeed, in the Breslau Barbara- 

Altar, the suppression of Marcian from the proceedings allows Dioscorus to assume 

the roles of judge and executioner. Caviness describes a comparable torture cycle in a 

stained glass window (c.l430) in Stendal, in the German province of Altmark:

Diane Wolfthal cites medieval iconographic and documentary evidence o f  women being dragged 
through the streets by their hair before being raped. Images o f  Rape: The 'H eroic' Tradition and Its 
Alternatives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 70.
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An imposing robed male in authority presides over all the events in Barbara’s 
tortured life; ...This phallocrat embodies the male gaze: dominating, 
commanding, penetrating, fetishizing.'^*^

In her account, it is not the father’s proprietary and proxy abuse o f his daughter that

convicts him o f depravity but his invasive gaze; not the violence he initiates but the

voyeurism he enables:

Spectators are included within the narrative, but they move apart to permit the 
gaze o f the audience to penetrate. The jailer even displays to us the breast he 
threatens to cut o ff  The viewer’s gaze risks collusion with the actions and 
intentions o f the bystanders...

According to Caviness, the viewer -  distinguished trom the spectator by his or her 

position outside the frame -  risks induction into the ‘public fantasy’ o f group sex; in 

M ills’s reading, the desire to look away from acts o f violence -  the so-called 

"burgerlijk aesthetic’'"" -  is equally reprehensible. It seems that troubled viewers are 

damned if  they do and damned if  they don’t, either by their passive consumption of 

pious pornography or by their wilful refusal to admit the presence o f  pain and torture 

into their comfortable burgerlijk existence.

The absence o f pain and suffering from the torture narrative is a source o f wonder 

or incredulity, depending on the critic’s disposition. There is no doubt in any o f  the 

literary or visual representations that Barbara is subjected to a horrific ordeal. The LA 

reports the order to strip and scourge her ‘ita ut omne corpus ejus inquinaretur 

sanguine’, (so that her whole body was stained with blood), but does not does not 

dwell on her injuries. The Lyon, 1483 LD  recounts the hanging from the gibbet, 

‘iusques a ce que par le nefz et les ieulx le sang couloit en terre de la quelle chose va 

rendre graces a Dieu’, (until the blood flowed to the ground from her nose and eyes,

C aviness, Visualizing Women, 113.
C aviness, Visualizing Women, 115.
M ills, Suspended Anim ation, 72ff.
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for which she gave thanks to God), but close readers should not be surprised by the 

anaemic images o f  the abused body o f  the ostensibly brain-damaged saint. Not only is 

this virgin martyr inviolable, she is also invulnerable: ‘Nul tourment ne I’a blecee, de 

son Dieu est gardee’, (No torment harmed her, [she was] protected by her G od).'‘*̂  

Karen Winstead makes the valid point that the iconography o f martyrdom differs from 

the iconography o f the Passion;''*^ Christ’s excruciating suffering was not only 

redemptive; for Barbara, it was also pre-emptive. The Lyon, 1483 LD  saint finds the 

singeing o f her sides mildly refreshing, while in the Paris, 1525 text, like a beaten 

child, she takes perv'erse pleasure in the torching o f  her body and in provoking her 

tormentor with the insistence that it doesn’t hurt at all: ‘Regarde miserable que ce feu 

ne me donne point de douleur, mais m e donne refrigere plaisance et ioie.’’'*'̂  Her 

endurance and the overnight healing o f  her wounds are gifts from God; those who 

reject this thesis do not believe in miracles.

If Barbara’s existence is doubtful and the miracles incredible, there is yet more 

scepticism o f her veneration in medieval England. Although the saint is portrayed in 

the vandalised late fourteenth-century English Carmelite Missal (London, BL MS 

Add. 44892 f  164), the iconography o f  this missal is itself unconventional.''*^ True to 

her name, Barbara is said to be an alien who never ‘took root’ in England.''*^ The 

denial o f  her cult is based on the paucity o f  church dedications to her: the only known

Williams, ‘Old French Lives’, 164.
Karen Winstead, Virgin Martyrs: Legends o f  Sainthood in Late M edieval England (Ithaca and 

London: Cornell University Press, 1997), 88.
La Legende D oree  (Paris: Pierre Leber, 1525). A copy o f  this edition is held by Marsh’s Library, 

Dublin.
Kathleen L. Scott describes it as ‘either unique or very unusual’. Later Gothic Manuscripts, 1390- 

1490 (London: Harvey Miller Publishers, 1996), vol. 2, cat. no. 2, 2 9 .1 cannot confirm Scott’s tentative 
finding o f  a sword in Barbara’s possession, the rightful property o f  Katherine. The Missal was 
reconstructed by Margaret Rickert in an attempt to repair the damage wrought by the children o f  the 
early nineteenth-century owner o f  the English International Gothic illuminated manuscript, who cut and 
pasted the historiated initials into their scrapbooks. According to Rickert, the Carmelites inaugurated a 
collect for Barbara in 1321. The Reconstructed Carmelite M issal: An English Manuscript o f  the Late 
Fourteenth Century in the British Museum (London: Faber and Faber, 1952), 112-23, pi. 28.

Amold-Forster, Church Dedications, I, 123-24.
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attribution is the medieval parish church o f  Ashton-under-Hill, in Gloucestershire, an 

anomaly Amold-Forster and Francis Bond explain by its neighbourly association with 

a local Augustinian monastery whose mother house was the convent o f  SS Martin and 

Barbara in Normandy, on the assumption that contiguity here implies causation. 

Nicholas Orme has criticised Amold-Forster and Bond for their naive faith in the 

perdurance o f  pre-Reformation church dedications, but he has not taken issue with the 

equation o f  cult status with the endorsement o f  the Church establishment.''*** As 

observed in the last chapter, the Statutes o f  W inchelsey entrusted parishioners with the 

responsibility for the provision o f  the principal image in the c h a n c e l , t h a t  is, the 

image o f  the patron saint; it did not accord them the right to choose or alter the 

dedication. Cistercian houses were as a rule dedicated to the Virgin Mary, the official 

patron o f  the order, so it is most surprising to discover a Cistercian nunnery at 

Marham in Norfolk, founded in 1249 by Isabella, Countess o f  Arundel, and dedicated 

to two additional saints, Barbara and E d m u n d . I n  her study o f  monastic dedications,

Francis Bond, D edications and  Patron Saints o f  English Churches: Ecclesiastical Symbolism, Saints 
and their Emblems (London: Humphrey M ilford / Oxford University Press, 1914), 66; Alison Binns 
identifies the Norm an house as Ste-Barbe-en-Auge, D edications o f  M onastic Houses in England and  
Wales, 1066-1216  (W oodbridge: Boydell Press, 1989), 120. C. L. S. Linnell cites an additional 
dedication at Norwich to St Barbara, ‘a parochial chapel long since vanished’, but gives no further 
information. Norfolk Church Dedications, St A nthony’s Hall Publications, 21 (York: Borthwick 
Institute o f  Historical Research, 1962), 19. One other existing dedication to the saint, the early 
twentieth-century parish church o f Earlsdon, Coventry, was dedicated on her feast day in 1913. Mary 
Montes, St Barbara's: The Story o f  Earlsdon 's Parish Church  (Coventry, 1994). Perhaps it is no 
coincidence that the Bishop’s wife and vicar’s youngest daughter were both nam ed Barbara. During the 
construction o f  the replacement church o f  St Barbara’s in the 1930s, the local M asonic Lodge 
performed the cerem ony o f  ‘setting up the pillars’. After an address by the Provincial Grand-master, 
‘com , the em blem  o f  plenty, was scattered, wine, showing jo y  and gladness was poured, the pillars 
were anointed with oil, a token o f  charity, signifying hospitality and friendship.’ M ontes, 23-24.

Nicholas Orm e, English Church D edications with a S u n ’ey o f  Cornwall and Devon  (Exeter: 
University o f  Exeter Press, 1996), xi-xii.

See Chapter 2, n .l75 .
W ogan-Browne, S a in ts’ Lives, 166-68. She maintains that the dedicatee is not the local Saint 

Edmund, the ninth-century martyred king, but Edmund o f  Abingdon, Archbishop o f  Canterbury, who 
had been canonised only three years before. Roberta G ilchrist and Marilyn O liva record that the house 
was valued at £33 on its dissolution in 1536. Religious Women in M edieval East Anglia  (Norwich: 
University o f  East Anglia, 1993), 27. The dissolution was justified  by the charge o f  incontinence 
against its final abbess, the appropriately nam ed Barbara Mason. Marilyn Oliva, The Convent and the 
Community in Late M edieval England: Fem ale M onasteries in the Diocese o f  Norwich, 1350-1540  
(W oodbridge; Boydell Press, 1998). In her will o f  1538, M ason bequeathed various items o f  domestic
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Alison Binns laments the lack o f contemporary comment on the dedication of 

monastic houses, but infers four principles o f selection: the personal devotion of the 

founder; the possession of relics; the prior commitment of the mother house; the 

overriding influence of the parish church. The choice of Barbara as joint patron 

most likely reflects the special favour of the Countess; though an exceptionally young 

widow, perhaps no more than twenty-two years old, Isabella was the granddaughter of 

WilHam Marshal, and was well-travelled in Northern France, where she may have 

acquired a very early enthusiasm for St Barbara. Even more unusual for a woman in 

her position, Isabella did not take refiage in her own house but preferred to pay the fine 

for the privilege o f remaining unmarried for the next thirty-six years.

Whereas the choice of patron was unlikely to be the privilege of the parishioners, 

their personal and collective predilections are more evident in the interior decoration 

of the church, especially of the side altars and private chapels they commissioned, and 

on the walls, windows and rood screens for which they paid, often handsomely. 

Although lay responsibility for the furnishing and maintenance o f the nave was 

extended to the chancel, only the frontals of altars -  whether cloths or painted panels -  

attracted the attention o f canon lawyers and revenue commissioners; in the case of 

retables, there seems to have been no taxation without representation. Other than in 

Cistercian churches, Paul Binski asserts, they were never the object o f ‘top down’ 

clerical control; rather, they appear to have been ‘principally, and silently, a matter of 

“bottom up” provision’. And it is precisely this clerical silence that marks the sites of 

iconographic innovation in parish churches: ‘Nothing that is interesting to us in an

furniture and clothing to her servant and goddaughter Barbara Barcom. Wills and Inventories from  the 
Registers o f  the Commissary o f  Bury St. Edmunds and the Archdeacon o f  Sudbury, ed. Samuel Tymms, 
Camden Society o.s. 49 (1850): 133-35.

Binns, Dedications, 39.
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altarpiece produced after 1200 in northern Europe -  its size, technique, internal

^ 152
ordering, iconography -  is likely to have been of interest to canon law .’

The proliferation on retables and rood screens o f  the so-called subsidiary saints in 

place o f  the patron saints o f  the church attests to the increased lay representation. That 

is not to say that the iconography was democratically elected -  he who pays the 

painter and decorator invariably calls the theme -  but it does indicate that lay and 

clerical choices did not always coincide. Given the depredations o f  the Reformation, 

much church art is irretrievably lost. O f the medieval art remaining in British parish 

churches at the end o f  the nineteenth century, C. E. Keyser itemised thirty-one 

churches featuring images o f  Barbara on walls, rood screens or sculpture, the highest 

incidence occurring in the coastal counties o f  East Anglia and, to a lesser extent, the 

extreme South West.'^^ Whereas, in continental Europe, Barbara’s cult often 

developed in mining areas, with the exception o f  the Cornish tin mines, this 

association is not apparent in England.'^"* Two Norwich confraternities were 

dedicated to Barbara, one attached to a Carmelite friary (1502-22), the other to a 

Franciscan (1497-1521).'^^ The commerce in wool and cloth that linked East Anglia 

with the Low Countries may account for this imported cult, but D evon’s devotion to

Paul Binski, ‘The English Parish Church and Its Art in the Later M iddle Ages: A Review o f  the 
Problem ’, Studies in Iconography 20 (1999): 7.

C. E. Keyser, A list o f  buildings in Great Britain and Ireland having m ural and other painted  
decorations. 3d edition (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1883). The two most popular non-scriptural 
female saints are Katherine (60) and M argaret (40). Barbara is followed by Lucy (26), Dorothy (19), 
Agnes (18), and Agatha and Apollonia, each with 16. None o f  these can compete with Christopher's 
181 depictions and G eorge’s more modest 72. O f the 517 surviving roodscreens throughout Britain 
over half o f  them occur in Norfolk (165), Suffolk (53) and Devon (75). W. G. Constable, working with 
K eyser’s figures, infers from the higher survival rate the greater production o f  screen painting in these 
areas. ‘Some East Anglian Rood Screen Paintings’, Part 1, The Connoisseur 84 (1929): 141-47.

Despite B arbara’s demotion, she is still venerated in Poland as the patron saint o f  miners. After a 
recent underground explosion at a coal mine near Krakow, relatives are reported to have gathered ‘at an 
impromptu shrine o f  hundreds o f flickering candles at the m ine entrance praying to St Barbara’.
‘Poland mourns miners killed in explosion’, The Irish Times, N ovem ber 24, 2006.

Norm an P. Tanner, The Church in Late M edieval Norwich, 1370-1532  (Toronto: Pontifical Institute 
o f  M ediaeval Studies, 1984), 208. Colin Richmond surm ises that the former guildhouse at W alberswick 
once housed the guild o f  St Barbara. John Hopton: A Fifteenth Century Suffolk Gentleman  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1981), 177.
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Barbara is harder to define. The county’s conservative religious practices, especially 

its insistence on retaining the traditional Prayer Book, are legion, yet devotion to the 

saints in general does not explain an attachment to Barbara in particular.

In his comparative survey o f the painted rood screens of both regions, Eamon 

Duffy ascertained that Barbara, Dorothy (another negligible dedicatee) and Agnes 

appear as the three most popular female saints in East Anglia. In Devon and East 

Anglia collectively, Barbara and Mary Magdalen were exceeded only by Dorothy. In 

each county, Barbara and Dorothy ranked ahead of Margaret and Katherine, the 

female saints who topped the popularity poll o f national church dedications.'^^ The 

martyrs are arrayed in all their glory, clearly identifiable by their emblems, but 

mercifiilly untouched by sword, scourge, scalpel or human hand. While narrative wall 

paintings may have been largely invisible in most medieval churches in the northern 

hemisphere, especially to women, who were doubly disadvantaged by their customary 

seating on the dull north side o f the church, rood screens remained legible to male and 

female communicants.'^^ According to Duffy, the collection o f thirteen saints’ lives 

composed in the 1440s by the Suffolk Augustinian fiiar, Osbem Bokenham, ‘reads 

like programme notes for one o f the East Anglian screens’ (figs. 10-12), where all of 

his female saints except Lucy regularly feature, a comment with which Delany takes 

issue: since the dozen screens that Constable claimed to be able to date with any 

certainty were decorated after 1450, they might more properly be depicted as the

Duffy, ‘Holy Maydens’, 178-80; Margaret garnered ‘hundreds’ o f dedications, while Katherine 
acquired over seventy. Amold-Forster, Church Dedications, I, 106.

On these grounds Anna Nilsen rejects Baxandall’s thesis o f the pedagogic value o f painting. See 
‘Man and Picture: On the Function o f Wall Paintings in Medieval Churches’, in History and Images: 
Towards a New Iconology, ed. Axel Bolvig and Phillip Lindley (Tumhout: Brepols, 2003), 331. As a 
general rule, the brighter south side o f the church was reserved for New Testament scenes, the north 
side for the dismal patriarchs. On the north-south divide in art, see Emile Male Religious Art in France. 
The Thirteenth Century. A Study o f  Medieval Iconography and Its Sources (1898; reprint, Princeton, N. 
J.: Bollingen/Princeton University Press, 1984), 7; on women’s seating, Margaret Aston, ‘Segregation 
in Church’, Studies in Church History 27, ed. W. J. Sheils and Diana Wood (Oxford; Basil Blackwell, 
1990), 238^ 2 .
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fig. 10. rood screen: the saints on the south range 
Barton Turf, Norfolk 

(photograph: Simon Knott, http://www.norfolkchurches.co.uk)

fig. 11. St Barbara 
detail from extreme right o f rood screen 

(photograph: Simon Knott, http://www.norfolkchurches.co.uk)



fig. 12. rood screen image o f St Barbara 
Ranworth, Norfolk 

(photograph: Simon Knott, http://www.norfolkchurches.co.uk)



visual aids to Bokenham’s Lives.'^** Furthermore, in trying to determine the 

governing principle o f Bokenham’s selection o f  holy women, Delany urges caution in 

inferring cultural practice from material objects, rejecting Duffy’s evidentiary use o f 

East Anglian rood screens because they are not corroborated by church dedications.'^^ 

Taking Barbara and Ursula as prime examples, she concludes: ‘since different artifacts 

tell different stories, the use o f the rood screen seems a tenuous form o f evidence for 

literary works’. F a r  from dismissing them as anomalous, I believe that the different 

stories warrant fiarther investigation. Some o f  these Lives now known collectively as 

the Legendys o f Hooly Wummen were written at the request o f Bokenham’s patrons, 

identified in the text, and for his friends, among whom he counts the saints. In his 

concluding address to Cecilia, he asks her to remember him, the translator o f her 

legend ‘Wych jje, feyth, & Barbara, long go dede take / To his valentyns, & neuere 

you wyl forsake’.'^' His devotion to Faith is not difficult to fathom, given his declared 

affection for the saint whose feast occurs on his b i r t h d a y . T h e  poet’s high regard for 

Barbara, however, seems not to have been endorsed by his literary executors. Whether 

Barbara’s Life was lost or suppressed I am unable to say, but it has only recently been 

recovered among a cache o f vitae.

Bokenham’s near contemporary and neighbour John Lydgate, a Benedictine monk 

o f the prestigious house at Bury St Edmunds, did not hide his Barbaralicht. Following

Duffy, ‘Holy Maydens’, 186; Constable, ‘Some East Anglian Rood Screen Paintings’, 141. Nigel 
Morgan has since proposed a significantly earlier date o f  c. 1440 for the celebrated rood screen at 
Barton Turf P. Lasko and N. J. Morgan, eds., M edieval Art in East Anglia J300-1520  (Norwich: 
Jarrold, 1973), 48-49 . More recently, Simon Cotton has produced testamentary evidence for the 
commissioning o f  other Norfolk screen paintings or repaintings in the 1430s. ‘Mediaeval Roodscreens 
in Norfolk -  Their Construction and Painting Dates’, Norfolk Archaeology 40 (1987): 44-54.

Her argument, however, ignores the evidence that the vast majority o f  parish churches were 
dedicated long before the rood screens were commissioned. No new parish churches were established 
in Norwich, for instance, in the late Middle Ages. Tanner, The Church in Late M edieval Norwich, 83.

Delany, Impolitic Bodies, 207n.
Osbem Bokenham, Legendys o f  Hooly Wummen, ed. Mary S. Serjeantson, EETS o.s. 206 (1938), 11. 

8277-78.
‘wych on jDi day to lyuyn fyrst dyde begyn’. Bokenham, Legendys, 1. 4034.
Simon Horobin has confirmed in a private communication that he is currently editing the missing 

Lives. Unfortunately, 1 have been unable to consult the manuscript.
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two similar fourteenth-century invocations by Eustache Deschamps, he prefaces the 

Prayers to Ten Saints, with advice to the petitioner: ‘These holy seyntys folwyng ar 

preuyledged o f our lord Ihesu that what man or woman praieth to them rightfully shal 

haue his bone.’'̂ '* His shortlist o f wonder-working saints contains eight of the regular 

Holy Helpers and two wildcards, the grievously abused Christina and the harassed 

housekeeper Martha, here reconstinicted as a dragon-slaying virago in the aureate 

tradition o f the Legenda. As the final footsoldier, Barbara makes a bathetic last stand:

Blissed Barbara, baptysed in a welle.
The water halwed, name of J)e Trynyte,

Whos holynesse hath power to Repelle
The strook of gonnys, for folk that trust in the,
Saue {)i servauntis from al aduersite.

Pray hym, that sit among the ordris nyne.
For thy sake on vs to haue pyte.

As thou art verray marter and virgyne.
(89-96)

The baptism may be according to the book, but the saint’s prodigious ability to deflect 

gunshot and cannon balls owes more to urban folklore than to the hagiographer with 

the iron mouth and the heart o f lead. During the Peasants’ Rising o f 1381, the monks 

o f Bury may have cowered in fear o f being found in possession o f an i n k w e l l , b u t  

Lydgate was in no immediate danger o f elimination for his erratic verse. Nevertheless, 

he shares the contemporary obsession with new military hardware in enemy hands:

The Minor Poems o f John Lydgate, vol 1, ed. H. N. MacCracken, EETS e.s. 107 (London, 1911), 
120. As the scourge o f pagan gods Saincte Barbe ‘qui telz dieux n’ama mie’ was earlier enlisted in 
Deschamps’s decuria of saints available to those ‘en tous perilz’. Oeuvres C om plies, ed. Le Marquis 
de Queux de Saint-Hilaire, vol. 1, 114-15, no. 32. See also vol. 6, 24 3 ^ 4 , no. 1237. The remaining 
members o f the executive are George, Denis, Christopher, Giles, Blaise, Katherine and Margaret. It is 
debatable whether the Barton Turf panel paintings served as a visual reminder for Lydgate’s invocation 
of Barbara et al. (see above, n. 159) or whether his verse inspired the unknown patrons of the Norfolk 
rood screen, dated ‘after 1480’ by Constable -  ‘much too late’, according to Morgan -  who commends 
it as ‘the finest surviving representation o f the angelic hierarchy in English medieval art’. ‘Some East 
Anglian Rood Screen Paintings’, 211. On the remaining three panes, Barbara flanks the nine orders 
with two new recruits to the Holy Helpers, Apollonia and Sitha, the proprietresses of toothache and lost 
property.

‘Periculosum erat agnosci pro clerico, sed multo periculosius, si ad latus alicujus atramentarium 
inventum fiiisset; nam tales vix aut nunquam ab eorum manibus evaserunt.’ Thomas Walsingham, 
Chronicon Angliae, 308. Cited by Steven Justice, Writing and Rebellion: England in 1381 (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: University o f California Press, 1994), 18.
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Gonners began to shew thaire art;
Into the tovn in many a part 

Shot many a full grete ston.

Thanked be god, and marie mylde,
They hurt neither man, woman ne childe;

Houses, thogh, they did harme.
“Seynt Barbara!” than was the crie,
Whan stones in the tovn did flye.

They cowde noon other charme.

The emergency appeal to St Barbara does indeed work like a charm. Not only does 

she protect the besieged nation from big guns but also its minions from the broad- 

beamed beldame o f the Chaucerian apocrypha: ‘Bawsyn-buttockyd, belyed lyke a 

tonne, / Men cry, “Seynt Barbara!” at lowsyng o f your gonne’.'^^

Pierre Delooz points out that a saint is not a saint per seipsum, but always for other 

p e o p l e . I f ,  as the art historian E. W. Tristram has proposed, George and Christopher 

served the interests o f second and third estates respectively, the knights and working 

men,'^^ Barbara represented the entire social spectrum, from petty criminals to ruling 

monarchs. Several o f  her classic miracles concern the deferred death o f thieves and 

murderers broken on the wheel, even if, in the circumstances, sudden death might 

seem preferable to prolonged a g o n y . S h e  was reputedly one o f  the favourite saints

Anon., The Siege o f  Calais (1436), 11. 100-8, in Historical Poems o f  the XIVth and XVth Centuries, 
ed. Rossell Hope Robbins (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959), no. 28.

Anon, ‘O Mosy Quince’, 11. 20-21 , in The Chaucerian Apocrypha: A Selection, ed. Kathleen Fomi 
(Kalamazoo, Mich.: Medieval Institute Publications, 2005). In a felicitous misreading o f  the 
manuscript, Henry A. Person, editor o f  the Cambridge M iddle English Lyrics (Seattle: University o f  
Washington Press, 1953), gave ‘toune’ and ‘goune’. The misreading was first noticed by J. A. W. 
Bennett, ‘Why Men Cry “Seynt Barbara’” , Review o f  English Studies n.s. 13 (1962), 283.

Pierre Delooz, ‘Towards a Sociological Study o f  Canonized Sainthood in the Catholic Church’, 
trans. Jane Hodgkin, in Saints and their Cults: Studies in Religious Sociology, Folklore and History, ed. 
Stephen Wilson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 194ff

E.W. Tristram, English Wall Painting o f  the Fourteenth Century (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1955), 118.

See for instance ‘De peccatore, cui sancta Barbara gratiam confessionis impetravit’, T. F. Crane, 
‘New Analogues o f  Old Tales’, Modern Philology 10 (1913), no. 72.
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o f Richard though his devotion must have fahered or her deflection failed at 

Bosworth Field; her image was engraved on the armour o f  the young Henry VIII, the 

erstwhile defender o f  the faith, attesting perhaps to the devotion o f the donor, the

I  7 9pugnacious Emperor Maximilian. Barbara is the uppermost female saint on the 

reverse o f  the late fifteenth-century Middleham Jewel, a noblewoman’s reliquary

1 -I-}

pendant believed to have been worn as an amulet. In 1487, before disposing o f  his 

worldly goods, a Hull testator commended his soul to half a dozen o f ‘the holy 

company o f saints o f heaven’, including the blessed virgin Barbara.' '̂* Mindful o f  his 

‘mesusyng o f such goodes as I have occupied’, in the customary preamble to his 

testament o f 1507, the conscience-stricken John Estbury o f  Berkshire besought 

Barbara and other beati ‘to be mediators for my soule’.'̂  ̂ Margery Kempe mentions 

her divine assurance o f  parity o f  esteem with the honorary triumvirate o f  Saints 

Katherine, Margaret and Barbara, ‘in so mech }Dat what creatur in erth vn-to |3e Day o f  

Dom aske {le any bone & beleuyth J)at God louyth J)e he xal haue hys bone or ellys a 

bettyr thyng’.'̂  ̂Given the frequency with which ‘this creature’ found herself under

On the evidence of Richard’s public dedications o f collegiate stalls and his private devotions, Anne 
F. Sutton and Livia Visser-Fuchs find that Barbara and Katherine are his preferred female saints. The 
Hours o f  Richard ///(Stroud: Alan Sutton Publishing, 1990), 84.

Richard’s remarkable devotion to the ‘tower’ saint may have been inherited from his elder sister 
Margaret of Burgundy -  the contemporary face o f St Barbara (see above, n. 112) -  almost as renowned 
for her piety as her mother Cicely, Duchess o f York. Jonathan Hughes, The Religious Life o f  Richard 
III: Piety and Prayer in the North o f  England (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 1997), 85; Lewis, Cult, 77- 
78; Claude Blair, ‘The Emperor Maximilian’s Gift o f Armour to King Henry VIII and the Silvered and 
Engraved Armour at the Tower o f London’, Archaeologia 99 (1965): 1-52.

The obverse bears a depiction of the Trinity and an inscription o f the ‘Agnus D ei’, followed by 
‘tetragramaton’ (the four transliterated letters of the Hebrew holy name o f God) and the magical 
‘ananizapta’. John Cherry records that among other bequests the pious Cicely, Duchess of York, left ‘an 
Agnus of gold with our Lady and St Barbara to Richard Brocas and his wife Jane’. The Middleham 
Jewel and Ring (York: Yorkshire Museum, 1994), 34. Middleham was the family seat o f the Nevilles. 
Peter Murray Jones and Lea T. Olsan find no incompatibility between the orthodox piety of the 
unidentified owner and popular belief in the apotropaic power of charms. ‘Middleham Jewel: Ritual, 
Power, and Devotion’, Viator 3 \ (2000): 249-90.

John Dalton’s will, cited by Peter Heath, ‘Urban Piety in the Later Middle Ages: The Evidence of 
Hull Wills’, in The Church, Politics and Patronage in the Fifteenth Century, ed. Barrie Dobson 
(Gloucester: Alan Sutton, 1984), 214.

Cited by Duffy, Stripping o f  the Altars, 327.
The Book o f  Margery Kempe, ed. Sanford Brown Meech and Hope Emily Allen, EETS o.s. 212 

(London, 1940), 52.
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attack, she must often have had cause to consult the last but not least in extremis. Yet 

Kempe is consoled not merely by the promise o f  a favour granted but by a greater gift, 

and for the W ife o f Lynn and all her sect there is no ‘bettyr thyng’ than celibacy. 

Among the many petitioners who may, like Lydgate, have invoked the virgin to ‘saue 

}5i servauntis from al aduersite’ were those women whose present necessity was a 

coerced marriage.

If the prospect o f a ‘safe pass’ to Paradise, issued without due regard to penance, 

appealed both to men at arms and to manual labourers, it alienated Barbara from 

orthodox devotion. But the familiar story o f the trinitarian lady in the tower, the icon 

o f the active life, also offered a third window o f opportunity to women who for 

whatever reason sought an alternative to conjugal or conventual claustration. 1 shall 

address Barbara’s special services to misogamy after the consideration o f  Ursula’s 

competence in marriage avoidance.
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Chapter 4

The Saints and their Efficacies: the many Lives of St Ursula

That magnificent and terrible saint ... gives me the idea o f  a stainless lily, but a 
metallic lily, forged o f  wrought iron.

J.-K. Huysmans, En Route

Where the Barbara-\Qgend remained quite stable, Ursula enjoyed greater freedom of 

movement. From its earliest record, a death notice in a ninth-century martyrology, the 

story grew legs -  twenty-two thousand and two of them. According to the original 

terse account, on a given day at Cologne, the company o f maidens, ‘being slain by the 

Huns for their Christianity and their virginal constancy, terminated their lives by 

martyrdom’.' It has long been surmised that an elementary scribal error accounts for 

the inflation of the female militia, from XI MV -  the Roman numerals XI are 

sometimes written with a superscript bar -  undecim martyres virgines (eleven virgin 

martyrs) to undecim millia virgines (eleven thousand virgins). The disputed 

inscription in the choir of St Ursula’s at Cologne claims that Clematius rebuilt the 

church in 426, in honour of the numberless virgins who came, like the Magi, ‘from the 

East’; in later narratives the virgins became natives of Brittany. Moreover, in the early 

tenth-century Sermo in natali SS. Virginum {BHL 8426), the leader o f the new 

Amazons -  distinguished from the old by their pacifism -  is not Ursula but Pinnosa.^ 

However many members assembled, in the earlier versions Ursula was one of a 

crowd; by the end of the Middle Ages she was prima inter pares in the synoptic story.

' Amold-Forster, Church Dedications, II, 533.
■ Maurice Coens, ‘Les Vierges Martyres de Cologne d ’apres un Ouvrage Recent’, Analecta 
Bollandiana 47 (1929): 98-99. The names o f  the eleven virgins are first given in the mid-tenth-century 
Cologne Cathedral MS 45: Martha, Saula, Brictola, Gregoria, Satumina, Sabatia, Pinnosa, Ursola, 
Sentia. Palladia, Saturia. The ‘ouvrage recent’ o f  Coens’s title refers to Wilhelm Levison’s ‘Das 
Werden der Ursula-Legende’, Bonner Jahrhucher 132 (1927): 1-164. A vita o f  Pinnosa is recorded in 
one o f  the earliest (c.970) and now no longer extant illustrated lihelli o f  saints’ lives. Cynthia Hahn, 
Portrayed on the Heart: Narrative Effect in Pictorial Lives o f  Saints from the Tenth through the 
Thirteenth Century (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University o f California Press, 2001), 22.
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Ursula was the only daughter o f  a Christian king o f  Britain called either Nothus or 

Maurus. Reports o f the m aiden’s beauty and intelligence reached a powerful pagan 

ruler who wanted her as wife to his son and heir. The British sovereign was deeply 

troubled: he knew that his daughter would never consent to marry a heathen, yet was 

acutely aware that he was powerless to resist this plenipotentiary’s imperious demand. 

Ursula, however, was inspired by God to accept the proposal, subject to certain 

conditions: that she be granted ten virgins as companions, to each o f whom a further 

thousand virgins be assigned; that they be allowed three years’ grace in which to 

dedicate themselves to virginity; and that in those three years her future husband 

undergo instruction in the faith; to all o f  these the prince agreed without demur. A 

fleet o f  ships was put at the virgins’ disposal, and having sailed to Tiel and Cologne, 

where they were forewarned by an angel o f their impending martyrdom, the pilgrims 

disembarked at Basle and continued their journey on foot to Rome, where they were 

graciously received by the Pope. On their return to Cologne they were ambushed by 

Huns; while her companions were slaughtered indiscriminately, Ursula, who declined 

the offer o f  marriage to the Hunnish leader, was shot dead with an arrow.

The Ursula-XQgQwd has long tested the credulity o f its audience. In the prologue to 

Fuit tempore pen>etusto (c.969-76, BHL 8427) -  the first o f ‘les beaux contes’ o f the 

eleven thousand virgins -  the reformed sceptic ‘H ’ explains the circumstances o f his 

Damascene conversion.^ His doubts about the veracity o f  the story had been allayed 

by his meeting with a certain Count Hoolfus, who had been sent to the English Court 

to arrange a marriage between the royal princess Edith and the Emperor Otto, 

evidently on more favourable terms than those proposed by the barbarian who 

demanded Ursula for his son. Hoolfus, the author claims, had heard the story from

Brussels, BR MS 831-34, \n Analecta BoUandiana 3 (1884): 5-20. The fabulous epithet comes from 
Coens, ‘Les Vierges Martyres’, 100-1. On the basis o f  the Boulogne manuscript Levison identifies ‘H’ 
as Herric, a monk at the Flemish monastery o f  St-Bertin in the diocese o f  Therouanne. ‘Werden’, 89.
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Dunstan, Archbishop o f Canterbury, ‘Sed quis sum ego, vihs homuncio, qui vestris, o

sanctissimae Dei puellae, audeam lucidissimis repugnare praeceptis?’(9) Ahhough the

vilis homuncio dare not doubt the holy maiden’s commands, or impugn the venerable

archbishops o f  Canterbury and Cologne, to whom the document is dedicated, modem

historians less inclined to self-deprecation remain sceptical o f the admissibility o f the

evidence, given that, as Mary Tout observes, when the marriage was celebrated, in

929, Dunstan was a four-year-old infant."* Even allowed the benefit o f  doubt, the

archiepiscopal testimony might not have been disinterested. The modem Bollandist

Maurice Coens points to the coincidental date o f  the archbishop’s investiture in 957:

not on a Sunday as was customary, but on Wednesday, 21 October, the feast day o f  St

Ursula and the eleven thousand virgins.^

In the Historia, Ursula reports her divine counsel, ‘ut amorem juvenis qui meis

amplexibus cupit perfrui non negarem’ (12), (that 1 should not refuse the love o f the

youth who desires to enjoy fully my embraces), and the authorisation to accept the

proposal o f marriage, reiterating the instructions concerning the eleven thousand

virgins, and the three years’ respite. The cruise to Cologne does not appear to be a part

o f  G od’s plan; the aforementioned Pinnosa is the first choice o f companion; Ursula’s

fiance is denied the delights o f either marriage or martyrdom; the pope does not join

the party; the villains o f the piece are unnamed Huns, and the blessed Helintrude is

introduced as witness to the resolve o f the faint-hearted Cordula who allegedly

accepted her martyrdom the following day. The Historia  does not so much historicise

as classicise the story: under the tutelage o f  Ursula, prior to departure, the virgins

engage in athletic games, competing for virginitatis cingulum  ‘the sash o f virginity’

(13). The times and places are indeterminate -  in partibus Brittanniae\ ad gentium

 ̂Mary Tout, ‘The Legend o f  St Ursula and the Eleven Thousand Virgins’, in H istorical Essays, ed. T.
F. Tout and James Tait (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1907), 24.
 ̂Coens, ‘Les Vierges Martyres’, 103.

167



barbaranim remotas partes', the trip takes the customary route to Rome, but the 

respective rulers are not identified, making it impossible to date the events. In the later 

Passio {BHL 8428) produced for the convent o f St Ursula in Cologne (c. 1100), the 

Olympic coach o f the Historia becomes a latterday Miriam, thereby accentuating the 

biblical precedent and making a metaphorical Red Sea o f the North Sea.^ Although the 

virginal crew in Regnante domino practises nautical manoeuvres rather than feats o f 

athleticism, the author throws his predecessor’s caution to the prevailing wind by 

commemorating the martyrdom o f 238 in the year o f our Lord, thus predating the 

invasion o f the Huns by some two hundred years.

Lingering doubts about the historicity o f St Ursula and her enormous entourage 

were arrested early in the twelfth century by the unearthing, in an ancient burial 

ground in Cologne, o f a vast horde o f human remains, the largest haul outside the 

Roman catacombs. Some o f the skeletons had thoughtfully been supplied with identity 

inscriptions but, because o f the obtrusive evidence o f male and juvenile body parts in 

this bonanza, it was necessary to account for the hitherto undocumented men and 

children among the martyrs. In the revised version, while the ships were being fitted 

out, several distinguished prelates arrived to baptise the virgins and accompany them 

on the first leg on their round trip o f Europe. Later recruits en route included Pope 

Cyriacus and Ursula’s intended husband Ethereus, now a converted Christian and 

crowned king o f  England, both o f whom joyfiilly accepted martyrdom.

If the naming o f bishops, and especially popes, was intended to authenticate the 

story, it could not be seen to conflict with the historical records. The absence o f 

Cyriacus’s name in the papal register, the confused identification o f  the bones, and the 

difficulties with dates that did not add up, led to the clerical commissioning, in 1156,

 ̂ The Passion o f  St Ursula and the Eleven Thousand Virgins [Regnante Domino], known as Passio II, 
trans. Pamela Sheingom and Marcelle Thiebaux (Toronto: Peregrina Publishing, 1991).
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of Elisabeth o f Schonau’s vision, subsequently published as Liber revelationum 

Beatae Elisabeth Schonaugiensis de sacro exercitu virginum Coloniensium {BHL 

8431 ).  ̂The Benedictine nun was appointed to investigate the grave discovery at 

Cologne, and in the course of the inquiry she left no bone unturned. While in a trance, 

Elisabeth obligingly relayed the clerics’ questions to her celestial informants; she duly 

received the sworn testimony of the blessed Verena, who introduced herself as one of 

the 11,000 virgins and Caesarius as a fellow traveller. Verena identified some three 

dozen dramatis personae, from Maurus, the earthly father of the heavenly bride, to 

Maurisius, the martyr-bishop, and confirmed the presence of the prelates, their

o

extended families and friends. Under cross-examination she recounted that Cyriacus 

had antagonised the cardinals with his insistence on ‘following the foolishness of little 

women’; his name was thus deleted from the papal roll because o f his unauthorised 

abdication from high office, and that of Ametos (i.e. Anterus) substituted (217). 

Elisabeth then asks a recording angel about the eligibility of Ethereus: ‘Lord, we have 

read that that young man was betrothed to blessed Ursula. How could it be that he was 

united with her in marriage, when it is written that she fled from marriage with him?’ 

(220) The angel explains that the young man was called by God to join his fiancee at

’ ‘The Book o f Revelations about the Sacred Company o f  the Virgins o f Cologne’, in Elisabeth o f  
Schdnau: Complete Works, trans. Anne L. Clark (New York; Paulist Press, 2000), 213-33. All 
references are to this edition. Given that the visionary was under clerical interrogation, the infantile 
revelations to which Guy de Tervarent objects -  ‘Des problemes puerils y trouvent des explications 
laborieuses, qui nous font sourire’ -  merely prove that if  you ask a silly question you get a silly answer. 
La Legende de Sainte Ursule dans la Litterature et I 'Art du Moyen Age, 2 vols. (Paris: G. van Oest, 
1931), 26.
* The three dozen names evidently did not satisfy the Premonstratensian Hermann o f  Steinfeld (c. 1150- 
1241), author o f  the later Revelationes, who supplemented her findings with the positive identification 
o f  hundreds more martyrs. Renowned among his fellow monks for his Marian devotion, Hermann was 
renamed Hermann-Joseph, ‘the second spouse o f  the Queen’. Carolyn Diskant Muir, ‘Bride or 
Bridegroom? Masculine Identity in Mystic Marriages’, in Holiness and Masculinity in the M iddle Ages, 
ed. P. H. Cullum and Katherine J. Lewis (Cardiff: University o f  Wales Press, 2004), 70. Coens 
describes his work as ‘un des plus curieux echantillons de la litterature de parodie’. ‘Les Vierges 
Martyres’, 105. A later namesake, the seventeenth-century Cologne Jesuit Herman Crombach, claimed 
to have identified 9,816 o f the virgins.
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Cologne ‘and he became her companion in martyrdom and in celestial glory’ (221), in 

a marriage consecrated in heaven.

While Elisabeth was entranced by the eleven thousand virgins, her older 

contemporary Hildegard of Bingen was concurrently composing her Symphonia, a 

liturgical cycle of hymns and antiphons for the feasts o f internationally and locally 

venerated saints, including a sequence to Saint Ursula. Peter Dronke finds no evidence 

of complicity between the authors of the lyrical songs and the prosaic revelations.'^ 

Hildegard’s composition is clearly inspired by the Song o f Songs and informed by the 

passiones -  the shipboard games become a race to the heavenly wedding feast {in 

celestibus nuptiis) -  but there is a curious convergence of Elisabeth’s ‘foolishness of 

little women’ and Hildegard’s majority verdict: ‘et dixerunt “Innocentia puellaris 

ignorantie / nescit quid dicit!”’, (‘and they said, “what simple girlish ignorance! She 

does not know what she is saying’). The patronising sentiment appears in no other 

source; the disparagement of women seems to have originated with one or other of the 

mulierculae.

Unlike the fictitious Hoolftis and factitious Dunstan, Elisabeth’s existence was 

indubitable, her revelations inscrutable. The witness statements purporting to 

corroborate the Life were themselves absorbed by the legend. Jean de Mailly, the 

Dominican compiler of I ’Abrege des gestes et miracles des saints (c. 1230), the 

precursor and base-text of the LA, was allegedly the first to incorporate Elisabeth’s 

visionary verification of the bones, the enlistment and deregistration o f Cyriacus, and 

the romance o f Ethereus, into the revised Ursula-\ege,ndi}^ The bridegroom’s ethereal 

name is surely an indication that he is destined for immaterial rewards. When Jacobus

Peter Dronke, Poetic Individuality in the M iddle Ages: New Departures in Poetry, iOOO-1150 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), 161. Dronke appends the lyric and score. Poetic Individuality, 209-  
18.

Antoine Dondaine, ‘Le dominicain franijais Jean de Mailly et la Legende doree', Archives d'Histoire 
Dominicaines 1 (1946): 86.
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prepared De undecim millibus virginum  for publication in the LA he identified several 

more members o f the entourage mentioned by Elisabeth’s informant and the similarly 

inspired Hermann-Joseph, and made consanguineous connections between them. 

Cyriacus, named as the nineteenth pope after Peter, becomes a native Briton and 

blood-relation o f  many o f  the virgins," while Maurisius, the martyr-bishop, has been 

conflated with Macrisius and raised to royalty. To Elisabeth he was revealed as the 

uncle o f  two o f the virgins, but Jacobus discloses him as Ursula’s maternal uncle and 

brother to the Queen o f Sicily, the regina inter virgines. With Ethereus the heir to the 

English throne, his mother and little sister joining the select company, we have the 

makings o f a royal family romance.

Every romance requires its complement o f  violence and intrigue; in this case, two 

wicked Roman army captains, Maximus and Africanus, fearing the consequences o f 

this invasion o f Christians, arrange the contract killing at Cologne. Julius, the leader o f 

the cut-throat Huns, seeing Ursula’s great beauty, ‘obstupuit et consolans eam super 

necem virginum promisit, quod eam sibi in conjugem copularet’ (LA, 704), (was 

astounded and consoling her over the death o f the virgins promised that he would take 

her as his wife), a fate seemingly far worse than sagittation. Jacobus gives the year o f 

the Passion as 238, but inserts the chronological and topographical objections -  that, 

for instance, neither Sicily nor Constantinople was at that time a kingdom for a queen 

Gerasina or Constantia -  and offers the alternative date o f 452, during the reign o f the 

emperor Marcian, when the Goths and Huns were terrorising Europe. He includes two 

miracles in which an unnamed member o f  the company o f  virgins appears either to 

berate a careless or console a constant devotee. But Jacobus’s most intriguing 

innovation is his authorial comment on Ursula’s motivation for postponing the

'' Levison attributes the naturalisation o f  Cyriacus to Elisabeth’s desire to please the current pope 
Adrian IV, the only Briton ever to achieve the dignity o f  office. ‘Werden’, 119.
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marriage. Where the earlier texts had emphasised that she was simply obeying orders 

from God, in the LA the divinely inspired Ursula becomes the active agent o f her 

destiny. O f the three-year cooling-off period, we are told:

sapienti siquidem usus consilio, ut aut difficultate propositae conditionis 
animum ejus ab hoc averteret aut hac opportunitate praedictas virgines secum 
Deo dedicaret. (702)

There was wisdom behind her proposal: given the difficult conditions, the king 
might change his mind about having her for his son, or, given the opportunity, 
she might dedicate all those virgins to God with herself '"

Caxton’s Passion o f  Enleuen Thousand Vyrgyns renders the above, ‘soo that by wyse 

counceylle and by vertue o f  the condycyon made, he shold withdrawe fro her his 

courage’ {GoL, 959), leaving no doubt as to the courage she has in mind. Once again, 

Caxton has clearly englysshed the LD: ‘et [elle] usa de saige conseil si que par la force 

de la condicion misc il retrairoit delle son couraige’.'^ He keeps faith with the French 

text in rewriting the historia as chivalric romance; not Ursula but Gerasina, Queen o f 

Sicily, takes command o f the virginal troops:

And by the counceyl o f  thys quene the virgyns were gadred to gydre fro 
dyuerse Royammes, and she was ledar o f  them, and at the last she suffryd 
martirdome with them. And thenne the condycion made, all thynges were made 
redy. Thenne the quene shewed her counceylle to the knyghtes o f  her 
companye, and made them alle to swere thys newe chyualrye, and thenne 
beganne they to make dyuerse playes and games o f  bataylle, as to renne here 
and there, and fayned many maner o f  playes. {GoL, 959)

et par le conseil de ceste royne les vierges estoient conqueillies de diuers 
royaumes et elle estoit tousiours meneresse dicelles [et] en la perfm elle 
souffrit martyre auec elles. Et lors la condicion mise toutes les choses ftirent 
appareillees et la royne reuela son conseil aux cheualiers de la compaignie et 
les fist tous iurer celle nouuelle cheualerie [et] lors commencerent a faire ieux 
de pluseurs manieres maintenant ieux de batailles maintenant courre et recourre 
et faignoient toutes manieres de ieux a faire. {LD)

Golden Legend, trans. Ryan, II, 256.
All references are to La legende doree, ed. Jean Batallier (Lion: Barthelemy Buyer [with the type o f  

G. Le Roy] le dix-huitiesme iour dapuril, 1476), London, British Library.
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Even the two treacherous Roman army captains, following the French precedent, are 

ennobled as princes in the ‘Chyualrye o f  Rome’. But Caxton departs from the LA and 

the LD  in inserting an unscripted final paragraph in thepassio:

Hit is to be remembryd that amonge these enleuen thousand vyrgyns were 
many men, for the pope Cyryaque and other bisshops, and Ethereus kynge, 
with other lordes, and kynghtes [sic] hadde moche peple to serue them. And as 
I haue ben enformed in Coleyn that there were men besyde wymmen that 
thylke tyme suffryd martirdome, fyften thousand. So the nombre o f this hooly 
multitude, as o f the hooly vyrgyns and men, were xxvi M, to whom late vs 
praye to our lord that he haue mercy on vs. {GoL, 961-62)

There may be safety in numbers, but the figure o f  26,000 intercessors is the product o f 

Caxton’s unusually fertile imagination rather than Elisabeth’s visionary census.

Compared to the GoL text, the Ursula-legends in the standardised SEL deviate 

from the LA in omission more than commission.'"* None o f  the English printer’s 

interpolations appears in either o f the earlier texts; the entourage is reduced in name if 

not in number, and the compiler dispenses with the faithfijl services o f the monk in the 

minor miracle. Based initially on native sources, notably the Sarum legenda, the early 

SEL was compiled in calendar order during the 1270s. Gorlach points out that whereas 

the legends in the first six months o f the year were completed without reference to the 

LA, those in the second half, including Ursula’s Oktoberfest, attest to the influence o f 

the newly available Latin text.'^ But the suppression o f the alias ‘Nothus’ -  the name 

derived fi'om native sources'^ -  implies that the SEL-^oei may also have had access to 

Elisabeth’s Revelations in which the British sovereign is denoted unambiguously as 

Maurus. Despite the king’s discretion in keeping to him self the bad news o f  the

The South English Legendary, ed. Charlotte D ’Evelyn and Anna J. Mill, vol. 2, EETS o.s. 236, 
(London, 1956).

Manfred Gorlach, ed.. An East Midlands Revision o f  the South English Legendary (Heidelberg: Carl 
Winter, 1976). According to Gorlach, Carl Horstmann denied any connection between the SEL and the 
LA, while Minnie Wells overestimated the dependence o f  the SEL on the LA. Studies, 31.

See The Historia Regum Britannie o f  Geoffrey o f  Monmouth, vol. 1, Bern Burgerbibliothek, MS. 568 
ed. Neil Wright (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1984), paras. 87-88.
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pagan’s proposal, Ursula has intuited the problem and received the celestial counsel. 

Her conditional consent to marriage is treated as a deferral not as an escape clause:

In l?is forwarde grante him • after |)e })ridde 3ere 
Iwedded to be[o] in Godes lawe • naue })ou J?erof no fere 
f>o l^is maide hurde })is • he[o] was glad o f J îs lore 
E>at he[o] weste warewij) • hure fader bringe o f  sore

(4 1 ^ 4 )

There is no suggestion that the nuptials might not take place at the end o f  the three- 

year engagement. Not only is Ursula willing to obey the Father’s instructions, but she 

also behaves as a dutiful daughter should with respect to her father here on earth, 

showing proper concern to relieve his distress before her own:

To hure fader he[o] wende & bad • |)at he hure telle ssolde 
Wy he momynge 3eode so & he swor he nolde 
Ichot wel ^i }?o3t qua}? |5is maide • |)ei }50u it holde stille 
O f jji message naue |)ou no doute • ichelle do al jji wille

(45-^8)

The SEL Ursula’s affection for her father is mirrored by the amicable reception o f her 

tiance, who is conspicuously denied a Christian name, and his little sister ‘|)at het 

Florentine’. When ‘f)is Songe king’ responds to the angelic summons to Cologne, 

Ursula greets him (and the bridesmaid) with delight at the prospect o f the heavenly 

consummation o f their union:

Our[s]e o f Brutaine J)e Songe king • o f gret ioie gan him lere 
I>at he huld him faste to hure • & ne flecchede neuere for fere 
t>at he mi3te in triwe loue • togadere imartred be[o]
And in heuene be[o] wij) lesu Crist • J?at hom bo3te on {?e tre[o]

(123-26)

Where the LA Ursula radiated marvellous honesty, wisdom and beauty, in the 

vernacular she suffers the loss o f  some o f her faculties. The LD  withholds the wisdom, 

while the SEL renders her ‘swu}5e noble & queinte / So fair womman me nuste non •

ne so god in eche pointe’ (5-6). In the parallel lines o f the East Midlands revision of
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the SEL text, like all demure and unassuming young ladies, she gently glows with 

Laodicean moderation: myld che was o f  mode; / So faire woman noman knew, &

therto che was gode’. The SiTL-poet has not only made Ursula more tractable, he has 

circumscribed the area o f conflict. When the heroine rejects the Hun’s offer o f 

marriage, it is no longer a personal affront. In the LA we read: ‘Sed cum hoc ilia 

penitus respuisset, ille contemtum se videns directa sagitta transfixit et sic martirium 

consummavit’ (704), ‘And whan she had refused hym and despysed hym at all, he 

shote at her an arow & perced her thorugh the body and so accomplysshed her 

martirdome’ {GoL, 961). But in the SEL\

t»is maide sede jiat he[o] nolde ' non eorj5lich spouse take
t>e prince was |30 wroj^ inou • J)o he was forsake
Archers he let hure ssete anon • to de|)e attenende
And jjus he[o] & hure companie • to ĵ e blisse o f heuene gan wende

(1 3 7 ^ 0 )

She adds no gratuitous insults and he does not fire the fatal arrow. The Queen o f 

Sicily, ‘quae virum suum regem crudelissimum quasi de lupo fecerat agnum’ {LA) 

‘which had made o f  her husband that was a cruel tyrant a meek lam b’ {GoL), former 

commander o f  the company o f virgins, has taken leave o f absence in the SEL, but the 

Huns still seize the virgins ‘also fale wolues among lomb • 3are clene fleiss todrawe’ 

(132) and Ourse, the gentle she-bear, meek and mild, makes a sacrificial lamb o f her 

bridegroom. Though slaughtered by the barbarians, in death they were not divided.

In the opening address o f his L y f o fp e  elleuyn thousend uirgyns, Bokenham 

declares his indebtedness to the LA}'^ All the faithftil retainers are enlisted in the 

company -  no longer described as a chivalry -  and the villains play the prescribed

Osbem Bokenham, Legendys ofH ooly Wummen, ed. Serjeantson, 11. 3 1 3 9 ^ 5 . Sheila Delany posits 
an unacknowledged debt to Chaucer’s Legend o f  G ood Women. In her account, Bokenham’s ‘Ursula’ 
corresponds to Chaucer’s ‘Thisbe’, the story o f  the doomed engagement o f  the offspring o f  feuding 
parents. ‘Ursula’, however, fails to engage Delany: other than the supposed ‘same structural outline’ o f  
the plot, the critic offers no substantiation o f  her thesis. Impolitic Bodies, 40.
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roles in the piece. The story begins in ‘brytayne j^e lesse’ (3147), making Ursula’s 

origins unambiguously Breton. In an otherwise conservative narrative the poet 

displays a few idiosyncrasies: having attributed to the heroine not only beauty, 

prudence and conventional wisdom but also proper priorities -  ‘Wych aftyr god 

passyd al t>yng / Louyd cleennes & maydynly honeste’ (3155-56) -  he reiterates the 

motivation for the massacre o f  the innocent. W here Jacobus had reported the pagans’ 

disquiet at the spread o f Christianity, Bokenham makes their anxiety much more 

compelling:

Thys was here feer, |)at more & more 
Eche day shuld growen & encrese 
Crystyn relygyoun Jjrogh t>er lore.
And paynymry wansyn & discrese.
And al {jer he{)in rytys cese.

(3342-46)

By adding jealousy and fear o f the loss o f pagan prestige, he leaves the reader in no 

doubt that it is the Christians’ religion not their virginity that provokes the onslaught 

against the colonists at Cologne. Ursula’s refusal o f marriage left the Hun penitus, 

according to Jacobus, and vindictive. But in Bokenham’s Life, the lovesick Julian,

in his grete malicoly 
A myhty bowe anoon he bente,
And wyth a sharp arwe fill cruelly 
He hir smote euyn t>rogh j3e body.

(3434-37)

In a classic crime o f passion, melancholy madness not base prejudice has ended the 

maiden’s life. Melancholy, it seems, is the occupational hazard o f Bokenham’s black 

bilious heathens, whereas their victims are appropriately sanguine.'* Though Hell hath 

no fury like a leman -  signally a heathen leman -  spumed, the Augustinian friar 

would have known that it is the defence o f Christianity not virginity that earns the

See Delany, Impolitic Bodies, 25.
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martyr her posthumous a w a r d . B y  romancing the storyline Bokenham leaves the 

company leader outflanked by her footsoldiers.

Where Caxton had appended some fancifiil statistics, Bokenham comes up with

his own calendar computation o f merit. Following the miracle o f the devoted monk,

for the remission o f  whose sins the visiting virgin demanded penance o f eleven

thousand pater nosters, Bokenham provides the ‘algorysme’ for the reckoning o f

redemption: 365 days per year x 30 pater nosters per day + an extra one for each

Sunday = 11,002. Disappointingly, he does not account either anagogically or

numerologically for the remainder. But the moral o f the story lies in the author’s final

appeal to Ursula and her fellowship,

Them al wych [y]ou do loue & serue 
From al myscheuys to defend & kepe 
Vouchesaf, & in clennes jjem to conserue;

(3567-69)

a sentiment with which both wicked pagans and devoted vestal virgins could 

cheerfully concur.

Lydgate’s short prayer ‘To St Ursula and the Eleven Thousand Virgins’ also 

eulogises the martyrs more for their virginity than for their faith:

Ye Brytoun martirs, famous in parfitnesse.
O f herte avowyd in your tendir age 

To persevere in virginal clennesse,
90Free from the yok and bond o f  mariage.

But unlike Bokenham, he proposes veneration not imitation: much as he claims to 

admire the martyrs’ virginal perseverance, he makes no request for such constancy in 

their devotees, appealing instead for Christ’s ‘merciful pite, / Geyn our trespas

Considering the claims to martyrdom Aquinas introduced the reductio ad ahsurdum: if, for instance, 
the preservation o f chastity is accepted as a valid reason for martyrdom one cannot deny martyrdom to 
the confessors o f  geometry: ergo sola ftdes est martyrii causa. Summa theologica, Ila Has, q. 124. a.5, 2 

‘To St Ursula and the Eleven Thousand Virgins’, 11. 1-4, in The Minor Poems o f  John Lydgate, ed. 
MacCracken, vol. 1, 144.
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gracious indulgence’ (17-18), and for Ursula’s unspecified assistance in delivering the

heavenly goods. Lydgate is never noted for his effusiveness, but he exhibits little

evidence o f  any personal sympathy for Ursula and her assembly. Given that whenever

the Benedictine was in London on monastery business he would have stayed at Buries

Markes, the town house o f  Bury abbey, around the com er from the Ursuline church o f

St Mary Axe, in Aldgate, it is surprising that he did not show more affection for its 

2 1patron. Perhaps familiarity bred contempt.

The modem editors o f  the fifteenth-century Middle English prose Life in 

Huntington MS HM 140 commend the unknown translator for his abbreviation o f the 

LA Ursula and introduction o f pithy phrases to ‘clarify his meaning and point a 

moral’. “ An element o f black humour lurks in his description o f  the human sacrifice:

And als sone as they sawe these ij partyes o f  so much Cristen people commyng 
to-gyder, they fell vpon them with an orible criyng and cmelte, as wolves vpon 
shepe, and slewe them all, both men and wommen, offeryng that day to God in 
the blisse o f  heven a fiall precious and a plentyvous present, and yit a litill 
thanke ar noon had they for all their labours. (183-92)

Yet it is debatable whether the prose or the moral is as limpid as Garmonsway and 

Raymo would like to believe. The divine impetus for Ursula’s strategic marriage plan 

owes more to the ‘impossible task’ m otif o f folklore, from which she hopes to profit 

eleven-thousand-fold, than to the narrow straits o f Christian redemption;

And this she dyd o f  grete wisdom and discrecion to preue y f they wolde leue 
their purpose and desire thurgh difficulte o f  so strete condicions, or ellis that 
she mought thurgh such occasion dedifie and vnto God so many holy virgyns 
with hur. (50-57)

The London premises are mentioned by John Stow (1598): ‘Then next is one great house, large o f  
rooms, fair courts and garden-plots; sometimes pertaining to the Bassets, since that to the Abbots o f  
Bury in Suffolk, and therefore called Buries markes, corruptly Bevis markes’, reverting to private 
ownership after the Dissolution. The Survey o f  London, ed. H. B. Wheatley, revised edition (London: J. 
M. Dent, 1956), 133. See below, n 46.

G. N. Garmonsway and R. R. Raymo, ‘A Middle English Life o f  St. Ursula’, Review o f  English 
Studies U.S. 9 (\95?<): 2,54.
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Though the ‘grete wisdom’ was intended to test the mettle of the three wise men -  

‘that same kyng of Englond and her owne fader, kyng of Bretyne.. .and the kyngis 

son’-  it reads more like the collective kings’ ransom for the virginal freedom of her 

retinue. The editors further admire the Life for its achievement in disencumbering the 

story of its ‘pseudo-historical’ freight. The commissioning of the armada and the 

shipside war games (modo belli praeludia) are discarded; the troops are not disbanded 

but the chivalric ethos is sublimated in the faith: the oath o f allegiance that in novam 

militiam omnes conjurant {LA) and that the Queen of Sicily ‘made them alle to swere 

thys newe chyualrye’ (GoL) now becomes a professed vow:

And also many worthy lordis and ladyes, both spirituell and temperall, came to 
Englond and Brytayne to se that newe goostly chevalry. And many of them 
whan they knewe their gracious purpose toke the same profession to goo with 
the same xi M virgyns and to lyve and dye with them, as they all purposed in 
Goddes cause. (85-93)

The fleet does not dock at the ‘Gallic’ port of Tiel; Ursula’s extended family history, 

the curial conspiracy to erase Cyriacus from the records, and the posthumous miracles 

are all expunged. While this historia may be purged of many of its unwanted 

accretions, in valorising its abbreviation the editors have been economical with the 

evidence. Gorlach has since adverted to the existence o f an alternative prose version 

of Ursula, appended to Mirk’s Festial, apparently deriving from a common source. 

The two Middle English versions show only minor lexical variation, but for the 

obtrusive presence in the Southwell Cathedral MS o f ‘several posthumous miracles 

which Garmonsway and Raymo had found missing’ from the Huntington

23manuscript. Given that the LA Ursula contains only two such miracula post

MS Southwell Cathedral VII, fols. 172r-174v. Manfred Gorlach, ‘A Second Version o f  the 
Huntington Prose Legend o f  St. Ursula’, Review o f  English Studies n.s. 24 (1973): 450-51.
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mortem, it seems that that the Huntington scribe, for reasons known only to himself, 

has merely suspended the saint’s prolific afterlife.

Saints’ Lives in Middle English, especially those o f the SEL, are conventionally 

preoccupied with the here and now, but it is rare to find the matter o f Britain so 

deeply inscribed in the Life o f  an international saint. The most remarkable innovation 

o f the Huntington Ursula, unobserved by its editors, is its geographical displacement 

from the places o f pilgrimage to the base camps in Britain and England. In the LA tale 

o f the two cities, Roma is recorded nine times, and Colonia six, as against five 

references to Britannia and one to Anglia', the respective counts in the GoL are eleven, 

six, six and two. In the Hunfington Life, however, Rome rates only four mentions and 

Coleyne eight, while there are eight references to Brytayne and an unprecedented ten 

for England. That the Middle English Ursula has become a romance o f origins is 

perfectly intelligible, given the company she keeps in the Huntington manuscript, a 

codex comprising a miscellany o f  verse and prose in two separate booklets. The first 

contains selections from Chaucer and Lydgate, including the complete Clerk's Tale, 

and a Middle English version o f the story o f Job; the second, the prose Ursula and 

English and Latin verses in her honour; The Libelle o f  Englyshe Polycye, a piece o f 

propagandist verse objecting to Henry V i’s pacific foreign policy; and a Latin prose 

version o f Apollonius o f  Tyre, the archetypal ‘flight ft'om incest’ serial romance.

The establishment o f Ursula’s British, or more likely Breton, connections long 

predates the Huntington prose romancer. The earliest posifive identification occurs in

Anne B. Thompson, Everyday Saints and the Art o f  Narrative in the South English Legendary 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), 17.

Also included are the Chaucer’s Complaint from Anelida and Arcite, and ‘Truth’; Lydgate’s Life o f  
St Alban and St Amphibal. three short poems and the first fourteen stanzas o f  the Testament. Lynn 
Staley believes that the Life o f  Job may constitute a separate, i.e. second, booklet, in which case the 
third contains the Ursula group, which she believes all concern good rulership. ‘Huntington 140: 
Chaucer, Lydgate and the Politics o f  Retelling’, in Retelling Tales: Essays in Honor o f  Russell Peck, ed. 
Thomas Hahn and Alan Lupack (Woodbridge: D. S. Brewer, 1997), 293-320.
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Geoffrey o f  M onmouth’s Historia Regum Britannie (c. 1136), in which the 

uncanonised Ursula is named as the beautiful daughter o f Dionotus, Duke o f

■y/i

Cornwall, who succeeded his brother Caradoc to the British throne. Geoffrey does 

not identify either Dionotus or his daughter as Christians, and the confused account of 

the relations between the rulers o f the respective kingdoms suggests that not faith but 

family rivalry was the cause o f  the conflict. The name o f the father is nonetheless 

ominous: even if he is an unbeliever, he is ‘known to God’. In Geoffrey’s ‘historical’ 

narrative Conan Meriadoc, Maximian’s right hand man in Brittany, orders Dionotus to 

procure wives for his troops, intending to take Ursula for himself:

Quod licet multis in tanto cetu placuisset, displicebat tamen pluribus que 
maiori affectu et parentes et patriam diligebant. Nec deerant forsitan aliquae 
que castitatem nuptiis preferentes maluissent in qualibet natione uitam amittere

27quam hoc mundo diuicias exigere.

(This pleased many in the great crowd; but it displeased an even greater 
number, who loved their parents and their homeland with deeper affection. 
Moreover, there were some present who preferred chastity to marriage and 
would rather have forfeited their lives among no matter what people than have 
become rich in this way.)

In the best tradition o f Greek prose romance, o f  the 11,000 noblewomen and 60,000

non-nobles despatched by sea, those who survive the ensuing shipwreck fall victim to

brigands, barbarians and slave-traders, by whom they are slaughtered in defence o f

their virginity without benefit o f  mercy or martyrdom.

There is still less mercy for the maidens in W ace’s Roman de Brut (1155) and in 

its Middle English translation. In each text, when the ships founder in the storm, the

Elizabeth J. Bryan points out that the hagiographic ‘Britain’ is Englished in the British histories. In 
the narratives o f  Geoffrey and La3amon, Ursula is a native o f  ancient Britain obliged to sail across the 
Channel to her Breton bridegroom; she is ‘a colonist first, a pilgrim second’. ‘A m azons and U rsulines’, 
in M indful S p ir it in M edieva l L iterature: E ssays in H onor o f  E lizabeth  D. K irk, ed. Bonnie W heeler 
(N ew  York and London: Palgrave M acm illan, 2006), 24.

H istoria  Regum Britannie, vol. 1, ed. Wright, para. 88. The translation is by L ew is Thorpe, The 
H istory o f  the K ings o f  Britain  (London: Folio Society, 1969), 121. In the terse description that occurs 
in The H istoria  Regum Britannie o f  G eoffrey o f  M onm outh, vol. 5, G esta  Regum B ritannie, ed. N eil 
Wright (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1991), Ursula is not named and the conscripted maidens are not 
enumerated.
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women ‘cleopien to J)an halhSen’ but the saints send no relief.^^ The Ursula o f 

l.aBamon's Brut (c. 1200) is the daughter o f Adionard, M aximian’s British stooge, 

who promises to obey the imperial order to procure wives for the troops in Brittany, 

proposing to penalise non-compliance in the manner o f the Marcian o f  the Barbara 

legend: ‘|?ider heo scullen liSen • 3 if heo wulle6 libben, / o6er ich heom wullen alle 

fordon • and bi t>an titten anhon’ (5954-55). Whereas the villainous Piets and Huns, 

and even the new Amazons, in Geoffrey’s Historia are intent merely on colonising the 

country, in this text neither Britain nor the unfortunate Vrsele enjoys the steward’s 

protection or immunity from gang rape:

Melga nom Vrsele, })a scolden beon quene, 
and scome hire bihedde and ladde heo to his bedde.
|5a e hedene mon haefuede on hir his wille idon, 
he 3asf heo his hired-monnen sone to makien to heore.
And summe heo heom salden for seoluer and for gold,
and monie and vnifoSe heo }ier ofslo3en;
and summe heo heom drengte in |5ere sas deope,
and summe heo Godd widsoken and to hadenescipe token.
And j?us heo weoren forradde mid reow3e J^an masste.

(6 0 3 7 ^ 5 )

The prostitution o f the virginal Ursula in the Brut implies LaBamon’s unfamiliarity 

with or indifference to both the saint’s legendary life and the inviolability o f a

29handmaid o f  Christ. Whether LaBamon knew o f the continental cult. Marcelle 

Thiebaux suggests that he had other priorities: where the Rhineland redactions 

provided a ‘narrative o f arrival’ at Cologne, the city in which the virgin martyr entered 

eternal life, Geoffrey and LaSamon offered a ‘narrative o f departure’ from the British

LaSamon, Brut or Hystoria Brutonum, ed. and trans. W. R. Barron and S. C. Weinberg (Harlow: 
Longman, 1995), 1. 5984.

There is, however, poetic if not pacific justice in LaSamon’s narrative. The new Amazons are 
avenged by unreconstructed Amazons: Constantine’s army o f wild Englishwomen who subsequently 
descend on the villains and dismember them ‘al hine to-dro3en’. Brut, 1. 6424. Though the Piets may 
have been local anti-heroes, the Huns were demonised throughout Europe. In the thirteenth century, 
Caesarius o f  Heisterbach cited the tradition that Huns were descended from the sons o f  women rejected 
for their ugliness by the more discriminating Goths. The women were allegedly impregnated by incubi, 
Jean-Claude Schmitt, The Holy Greyhound: Guinefort, H ealer o f  Children Since the Thirteenth 
Century, trans. Martin Thom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 76.
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Isles/*^ Though Ursula travelled hopefully from her homeland, she never arrived at the 

city that claimed her for posterity and pilgrimage.

The modem editor of Robert Mannyng’s Chronicle (c.l338) takes the poet at his 

word that the first part of the work derives from Wace, supplemented with English 

material from the Anglo-French verse chronicle o f Peter of Langtoft.'^' The Ursula 

episode undoubtedly owes more to the English tradition of Geoffrey of Monmouth 

than to Wace’s baleful story, as rendered by La3amon, of the eleven thousand damsels 

in dire straits. On the death of his brother Karaduk, Dinotus is appointed by Maximian 

as ‘ceiftayn’ o f Britain, ‘for a lele man did him proue’ (I. 6415). As in the English 

version, though not apparently in the French, on behalf of his long-serving troops, 

Conan disdains miscegenation and demands thoroughbred British wives for his men in 

Amiorica:

Frankis women wild {)ei non take 
|)at |3e blode no monge suld make 
to haf cleyme {5orgh heritage, 
ne dowerie t>orgh mariage; 
vnto no blode |)ei wild ]3am binde 
bot vnto l^er owen kynde.

(I. 6434-39)

The loyal chieftain obliges his paymaster by completing the order for virginal brides 

and shipping them expeditiously from London. In addition to the 60,000 ‘o^ier 

maydens comen of thralles, / to be maried as Jiam falles’ (I. 6448^9) the scribe of the 

London, Inner Temple Library Petyt MS 511 vol. 7, despatches a select band: ‘elleuen 

J?ei were bi tale, / o f ientille women grete & smale’ (1. 6456-57), but with inflation

Marcelle Thiebaux, ‘“Dameisele” Ursula: Traditions o f  Hagiography and History in the South 
English Legendaiy  and La3amon’s Brut’, in The South English Legendary: A Critical Assessment, ed. 
Klaus P. Jankofsky (Tubingen: Francke Verlag, 1992), 45, citing the Sermo in natali: ‘We designate 
them by the site where they were bom into eternal life, not by the place where they were bom to 
mortality.'

‘Mayster Wace J)e Bmte alle redes, / & Pers tellis alle ĵ e Inglis dedes;’ Robert Mannyng o f  Bmnne, 
The Chronicle, ed. Idelle Sullens (Binghamton: State University o f  New York, Center for Medieval and 
Early Renaissance Studies. 1996), I. 11. 65-66.
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this number has reached eleven thousand in the much later Lambeth Palace MS 131.

In the earlier text, damsels suffer discrimination in death as well as life; the sixty 

thousand ‘others’ perish in the atmospherically charged storm; only the well-born few 

choose death rather than dishonour, thereby earning martyrdom from Mannyng if not 

from the Church. The two villainous ‘Saracens’, Melga the Piet and Guanis the Hun, 

‘wild haf layn )3am bi’ (I. 6487), but even Saracen potency would surely be enervated 

by eleven thousand maidens. Ursula is distinguished only by her name and paternity: 

her death does not detain the chronicler.

Among Wynkyn de Worde’s earliest imprints is the late fifteenth-century Metrical 

Legend o f  Saint Ursula, translated e sermone latina, according to the colophon, by the 

Rochester monk Edmund Hatfield, and dedicated to Margaret Beaufort, the Queen

■50

Mother. Despite the printer’s pretensions to a faithful rendering of the Sermo in 

natali, the rubric reads, ‘Here begynneth Ĵ e lyf o f saynt Ursula after ]3e cronycles of 

englonde’, and the translator does indeed seem indebted more to the historical fictions 

of Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Brut, amplified by the supplementary Revelations 

o f Hermann-Joseph {BHL 8433, 8434). In Hatfield’s redaction Conan, previously 

encountered in the Historia Regum Britannie, was rewarded by the emperor with the 

regency o f Armorica (Brittany) in recompense for being dispossessed of Britain, 

which was left under the stewardship o f Dionotus. The difficulty of synthesising 

Geoffrey’s British history with continental hagiography is due, Hatfield claims, to the 

vandalism of pagan pyromaniacs, ‘Whiche had the actes o f brytayne in derysyon /

And brente theyr bokes for false and erroneous’ -  an early casualty o f censorship of 

the written word. Ursula is bom as a belated blessing to childless parents who, like

Edmund Hatfield, ‘The Metrical Legend o f  St Ursula’, in The Legend o f  St Ursula and the Virgin 
M artyrs o f  Cologne (London: John Camden Hotten, 1869; reprinted from the 1818, Roxburghe Club 
limited facsimile edition o f  Wynkyn de Worde’s text). References are to page numbers in the Hotten 
text.
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Joachim and Anna in the New Testament Apocrypha, dedicate their daughter to 

God.^^ The translator’s recuperation o f the ‘trewe hystory’ extends to the naming o f 

five principal virgins (Ursula, Pinnosa, Cordula, Eleutheria and Florencia); eleven 

virginal team leaders, whose names derive from Joseph’s register, and several 

associate members o f the company; five English and two continental bishops; and 

thirteen kings, all o f whom went like lambs to the slaughter;

Some man wolde thynke that thystorye doth lye 
That so many kynges sholde dye withouten fyght 
Remembre o f olde that cronycles verefye 
That many a lorde was called a kynge o f myght

(St. 81)

To a further objection that the feeding o f the eleven thousand would have required a 

miraculous feat o f  provisioning, he invokes not loaves and fishes but manna from 

heaven. He tells us that the virgin crew gained practical experience in the art o f 

navigation by undertaking day trips to local ports; being in peak physical and spiritual 

condition, they were well equipped to make light o f the alpine crossing with little 

luggage and a lot o f ‘vertuous talkynge’. The maidens in the agmen ursulensis need 

no batmen, but the kings and bishops, who are evidently overloaded with worldly 

goods and chattels, ‘had in theyr company / An hondred horse to cary theyr arayment’ 

(84). When Ethereus receives the celestial summons he intercepts the party at Mainz, 

where he is baptised in person by the pope. In the massacre at Cologne, ‘Some in 

theyr shyppes were slayne & some on londe / Some were beheded, some drowned in 

the flood’ (88); smitten with jealousy o f Ethereus, Julius ‘roof hym with a swerde’. 

After Ursula rejects the Hun’s advances, ‘He drewe an arowe his anger to asswage /

The childless marriage was first m entioned in the 1 183/1187 R evelations, where the couple 
harboured dynastic expectations o f  a son: ‘Qui cum liberis carerent, quotidianis beneficiorum  obsequiis, 
jugique orationum instantia, obtinuerunt a D om ino filiam , qui se filium speraverunt impetraturos.’
AASS  ix. Oct., 174.
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And perced the prudent prymerose thrughe |5e brayne’ (89). The Huns delay their 

departure just long enough to despatch the procrastinating Cordula before leaving 

local worthies with the Herculean task o f clearing the killing fields o f carcasses and 

burying the dead. In addition to the negligent abbot and the auto-translation o f relics, 

Hatfield tells another tale o f ‘a myracle done in Englonde’, in which the hermit John 

o f Warwick is summoned to Shropshire to deal with a shape-shifting fiend who is 

causing mayhem in the parish o f Langley. With Ursula on his side, the hermit is 

immune, ‘from sodayne deth frome fyre and all tempeste / From fallynge sykenes 

from enmye from dampnacion’ (95), not forgetting painful childbirth, and any other 

weapons in the evil spirit’s arsenal. According to Hatfield and the hermit, the price o f 

Ursula’s intercession is 11,000 pater nosters per annum or, with interest, thirty-three 

in daily instalments. The monk seems not to share Bokenham’s experimental 

arithmetic: the numerological significance o f the daily rate o f redemption goes 

without saying.

The modem editor o f  another o f de W orde’s imprints, his revision o f the Nova 

Legenda Anglie (NLA), ascribes to the consecutive compilers o f its source material, 

John o f Tynemouth (/7.1366) and John Capgrave (1393-1464), the ‘nationalisfic’ idea 

o f  assembling a legendary o f British s a i n t s . D e  W orde’s NLA Ursula, however, does 

not derive from the original Sanctilogium  o f native saints. In this revised version, the 

Breton Ursula becomes a naturalised Briton, with honorary citizenship conferred on 

the large number o f her fellow travellers ambitiously identified in the 1183 neo- 

Elisabethan Revelations o f  Hermann-Joseph. Despite coming from all comers o f Great

Nova Legenda Anglie, as collected by John o f  Tynemouth, John Capgrave, and others, and first 
printed with New Lives by Wynkyn de Worde a.d. mdxui. Revised edition edited by Carl Horstmann. 2 
vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1901), Lx. Horstmann held Leland responsible for wrongly ascribing 
John o f Tynemouth’s original compilation to the better known Capgrave (Ixvii). The collection 
customarily attributed to Capgrave omits the C/rs«/fl-legend that appeared in the earlier Sanctilogium  
Angliae, Walliae, Scotiae et Hiberniae compiled by John o f  Tynemouth. See The Kalendre o f  the N eve  
Legende o f  Englande, ed. Manfred Gorlach, (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1994), 8-9.
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and Little Britain, ‘de diuersis siquidem partibus erant, videlicet Anglorum, Britonum, 

Wallionum, Scotorum’ (IL 472), all the principal virgins mentioned by Hatfield are 

here claimed as first cousins o f the blessed Ursula. Foremost among the unrelated new 

recruits to Ursula’s citizens’ army is ‘filia etiam Arthuri regis de Britannia beata 

Nathalia’ (II. 481), a nominee unknown trom the annals and unclaimed by Arthuriana.

Richard Pynson’s 1516 ‘englysshed’ imprint o f  The Kalendre o f  the Newe 

Legende o f  Englande replaces the 1228-line Ursula-\egend o f the NLA with a concise 

236-line Life, which is less a precis o f the Latin text than a novel production o f the 

legend. The English printer’s De sancta Vrsula et vndecim milibus virginum  

martiribus locates the anonymous Christian king and his virtuous queen, long 

childless, as in Hatfield’s text, ‘in moche Brytayne nowe callyd Englonde’ (1.1); the 

native country o f the pagan king is not disclosed but, following Joseph’s lead, his son 

and heir is ominously named ‘Olyfem es’. The most remarkable introduction in this 

pre-Reformation account is the charitable provision made for the supernumerary 

nursing mothers enlisted in the infantry. Like the seasoned travellers o f  Hatfield’s 

virginal army, the maternal route-marchers were divinely assisted over the obstacles 

o f pedestrian travel, the steep gradients, foul weather and, most o f all, fretting babies:

so that nothing was to theym heuy or peynfiill, in so moche that dyuerse 
matrones in theyr felaushyp heuynge yonge chyldeme in theyr armes went as 
lyghtlye and as easely as dyd the other which bare none (65-67)

Not only were the itinerant mothers relieved o f  the burden o f childcare, but their 

charges remained perfectly satiated and continent:

[they] neyther greuyd nor noyed theyr kepers nor yet lettyd theym by 
souckynge vppon theym as they were wont to doo, but thrughe the grace & 
largesse o f almyghte God they put theyr fyngers in theyr owne mowthes and
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sowkyd out there full swete & delycate nourysshynge ... & moreouer they 
neuer wet theyrselfe with theyr vryne (71-76)^^

Although God suffered these little children to come safely unto Rome and certain 

death, ‘not suffrynge thyse cruell tyrauntys to goo all quyte without takynge 

vengeaunce o f  the blode o f  this holy virgyns’ (1 4 7 ^ 8 ) , he arranged the villains’ rout 

by filling them ‘such a feer |)at with all theyr myght they fledde & ran awaye, glade to 

escape with theyr lyues’ (149-50), to the inestimable delight o f the good citizens o f 

Cologne who turned out in force to bury the dead. According to the Kalendre, ‘after 

many yerys’, the procrastinating martyr Cordula, her identity writ large on her 

forehead, appeared to the recluse, Hellentrude, offering her personal testimony and 

instructions for the celebration o f  her feast.

Ursula’s continental cult made incursions into Britain in the twelfth century. 

William o f Malmesbury records the donation o f  relics o f Ursula and some o f her 

companions, apparently by the Bishop o f Winchester, to the monks at Glastonbury, 

whose treasure trove was later said to include the priceless bequest o f Joseph o f 

Arimathaea and the remains o f  King Arthur.^^ But the saint’s reputation was 

promoted mainly through the medium o f Roger o f Ford who, while on monastic 

business abroad, sent home to his abbey in Devon a copy o f the writings o f  the 

recently deceased Elisabeth o f  Schonau, which included the Revelations o f  St Ursula. 

The English Cistercian evidently worked tirelessly in the service o f both the blessed 

virgin and the Benedictine nun: all five extant manuscripts derive from Roger’s

The self-satisfied infants derive from Joseph’s Revelations; Levison long ago derided appetite- and 
scepticism-suppressants: ‘So mochte man sagen, dass die Geschichte Ursulas in einem Satyrspiel 
endet.’ ‘Werden’, 132. The departure from Rome scene (Nuremberg, Germanisches Museum) in the 
Master o f  St Ursula Legend’s cycle depicts a rare if  not unique instance o f  a peripatetic babe in arms, 
reproduced here in fig. 13.

Thiebaux, ‘“Dameisele” Ursula’, 43. See also W. Newell, ‘William o f  Malmesbury and the 
Antiquities o f  Glastonbury’, PMLA 18 (1903): 459-512, 482n. The abbey’s foundation myth, its claim 
to ownership o f  the Holy Grail and the thorn tree that sprang from Joseph’s staff were doubtless 
intended to assert its independence and increase pilgrim revenue after the devastating fire at the end o f  
the century.
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fig. 13. Master o f the Legend of St Ursula, Ursula Cycle: Departure from Rome 
(Nuremberg, Germanisches Museum) 

image from Guy de Tervarent, La Legende de Sainte Ursule



red ac tio n .T h e  virgins identified by Elisabeth supplement those invoked in the 

eleventh-century litanies in use in the Exeter diocese, namely, Basilissa, Martha, 

Philippa, Sativola, Tova, Welvela, Pinnosa. Observing that Sativola and Welvela were 

honoured in Devon, and Tova in Cambridgeshire, Coens speculates that Pinnosa’s

38name may have been attached to pre-existing local cults. And where Pinnosa led, 

Ursula was sure not only to follow but to overtake.

There were several grounds of appeal to Ursula: for the successful end to a hard- 

fought battle; a painless death; safe sea crossings; her highly ambiguous special 

services to marriage, and the protection of the cloth trade. In a country riven by the 

Hundred Years’ War and by the reversible fortunes of the protracted Wars of the 

Roses, Ursula’s efficacy may often have been tested. Given the importance of the 

cloth trade to the East Anglian economy, and wool to the West Country, she would 

seem to have a self-evident constituency in these coastal counties, and arguably in the 

Thames and Severn valleys. One of the saint’s more surprising devotees, Chaucer’s 

veteran pilgrim Alison of Bath -  with a vested interest in cloth and marriage -  appears 

to have added Ursula’s shrine to her itinerary of European sacred city-breaks: ‘At 

Rome she had been, and at Boloigne, / In Galice at Seint-Jame, and at Coloigne’ {GP 

465-66). Francis Magoun assumes that she was attracted to the shrine of the Three 

Kings, but she may also have admired the latest trend in Ursuline reliquary busts, 

looking rather like a modem child’s hairstylist’s activity set (figs. 14-15).^*  ̂ From her

Ruth J. Dean, ‘Ehzabeth, Abbess o f  Schonau, and Roger o f  Ford’, Modern Philology A\ (1944): 215.
Coens, citing London, BL Harley 863 fo ls .l0 8 v -l 1 Iv, ‘Les Vierges Martyres’, 99. Thiebaux detects 

the presence o f  Pinnosa, sometimes rendered Vinnosa, embedded in the Cornish St Winnoc. 
‘“Dameisele” Ursula’, 33n. According to Farmer {Oxford Dictionary’ o f  Saints), after founding the 
Cornish church, Winnoc (d. 717) joined the northern French monastery o f  Sithiu (Saint-Omer), o f  
which Bertin was abbot, after whom the abbey was renamed well before Herric’s time. Bertin’s 
attribute is a boat, signifying his missionary work, and suggesting a possible connection with Ursula. 
Sativola is better known as the Devonian St Sidwell, decapitated with a scythe at her stepmother’s 
behest.
”  Francis P. Magoun seems unaware o f  the rival, or perhaps complementary, attraction o f  Ursula et al. 
A Chaucer Gazetteer (Chicago: University o f  Chicago Press, 1961), 57, The Middle English translator
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regional headquarters in Devon, Ursula’s reputation travelled via Bath way beyond 

her native Cornwall and votive Cologne to the heart o f  England, as far from the 

shipyards and the sea as it is possible to venture. Following the lead o f London and 

Leicester, established by Brutus and Lear respectively,'**’ the medieval city o f  

Coventry sought a foundation myth o f its own. And so, according to Michael 

Drayton’s topographical jaunt through Britain, in sprightly hexameters, the saint made 

a detour to the barony o f Cofa’s tree.

And thither wisely brought that goodly Virgin-band,
Th’eleven thousand maids, chaste Ursula's Commaund,
Whom then the Britaine Kings gave her full power to presse.
For matches to their friends in Britanny the lesse."*'

Where Geoffrey o f Monmouth’s alliances were forged in fear, Drayton’s celebrate 

friendship, extending not only across the English Channel but down through 

succeeding generations. As a parting gift each virgin, ‘Some special 1 vertue gave, 

ordayning it to rest / With one o f their owne sex’ (264-65), an assertion which seems 

to exaggerate the size and antiquity o f the settlement -  ‘A poore thatch’d Village then, 

or scarcely none at all’ (257) -  but propitiously accounts for the inspiration o f  Godiva,

of the Historia Trium Regum attributed to John of Hildesheim (d. 1375) comments on the greater 
reverence of the ‘Yndes’ to both shrines: ‘And meny merueiles o f the thre Kynges & of the bodies of 
•xj. M virgines in [do cuntres o f the Est be red, more than in thes cuntres’, Three Kings o f  Cologne, ed. 
Schaer, 148. Both the Latin and vernacular text report the commonly held belief that the Three Kings, 
like the 11,000 maidens, remained virgins until death (91). The reliquary busts are illustrated in van Os, 
The Way to Heaven, 30. The relics of the Three Kings were translated from Milan to Cologne, in 1164, 
by Frederick Barbarossa, an obvious boon to the pilgrim tourist trade. Thiebaux proposes an earlier link 
between the saint and the city o f Bath: in 944, the abbey at Bath gave refuge to a group of monks from 
Saint-Bertin, the home of Herric, author of Fuit temporepen'etusto. ‘“Dameisele” Ursula’, 33.

‘He made Leircestre wi[) gome / Ant 3ef hit ys oune nome’. The Abridged English Metrical Brut, ed. 
Una O ’Farrell-Tate (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 2002), 11. 215-16.

The Works o f  Michael Drayton, vol. IV: Poly-Olbion, ed. J. William. Hebei (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1961), song xiii, 11. 259-62. In his authorial ‘illustrations’ Drayton declares: ‘Sufficient justification of 
making a Poem, may be from tradition, which the Author here uses; but see to the VIII. Song, where 
you have this incredible number of Virgins, shipt at London, nor skils it much on which you bestow 
your faith, or if on neither.’ Drayton concedes that the virginal bequests ‘are the Authors owne fictions, 
to come to expresse the worth o f his Native soiles citie’. Hebei, 287. Poly-Olbion dates from 1612.
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fig. 14. Early fourteenth-century Swiss reliquary bust, silver gilt / copper gilt 
(Basel, H istorisches M useum) 

public image from Index o f  Christian Art

fig. 15. M id-fourteenth-century reliquary busts from Cologne. Polychrome wood, with glass and iron. 
Images from Henk van Os, The Way to Heaven



who, for the love o f  the citizens fleeced by her vulpine husband, made an exhibition o f 

herself and a lamb o f  Leofric.

Ursula’s British credentials received royal endorsement in 1501, when the City o f 

London staged a pageant to welcome Katharine o f Aragon, bride o f Prince Arthur, the 

heir to the British throne. Katharine was greeted by the spectacle o f a two-storey 

tabernacle, in which Ursula was seated above St Katherine. Ursula identifies herself as 

the progenitrix o f the fabled British king for whom the young prince was named:

Unto this kinge, stronge, famous and prudent,
Nere kynne am 1, and named am Ursula,
By which name I also represent 
Anothir ymage callid Minor Ursa,
That otherwise is callid Cynosura,
Set fast by Arthure, with other sterres bright,
Gevyng great compforte to travellours by nyght.

As Sydney Anglo explains, Ursula’s symbolic presence in the pageant is established 

by her representation as Ursa Minor, alongside Arcturus, i.e. ‘Arthur’, the brightest 

star in the firmament, whose name was often used erroneously to denote the 

constellation Ursa Major, where, according to Lydgate, the wise virgins are to be 

found, ‘Reynyng with Crist above the sterrys sevene’ ( ‘To Ursula’, 11).

Like Barbara, the insular cult o f this stellar saint is undervalued on the meagre 

evidence o f dedications in her name. The late medieval peak in continental church 

dedications that Tout detects is not replicated in Britain; in Lear’s city o f  Leicester, 

however, a hospital o f St Ursula was founded in the late fourteenth century. The single

The Receyt o f  the Ladie Kateryne, ed, Gordon Kipling, EETS o.s. 296 (Oxford, 1990), Book 2,11. 
106-12.

Sydney Anglo, ‘The London Pageants for the Reception o f  Katharine o f  Aragon: November 1501 ’, 
Journal o f  the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 26 (1963): 58-59. The ursine connotations o f  the 
saint’s name are surprisingly seldom mentioned. The ‘W alciod’ translation account (BHL 8444) refers 
to Ursula’s preordained defeat o f  the great bear, scilicet diaholum, but it seems not to have inspired 
textual or visual reproduction. ‘Translatio trium coloniensum virginum’. Analecta Bollandiana 11 
(1892): 127.

Tout, ‘Legend', 4 6 ff
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British church that bore her name was demolished some four hundred years ago, yet 

her presence persists in the elliptical title o f the London parish o f St Mary Axe, 

Aldgate. Amold-Forster ascribes the abbreviation o f the fiill name o f St Mary the 

Virgin, St Ursula and the Eleven Thousand Virgins not to problems o f pronunciation 

but to ‘Puritan scruples and lingering superstitions’.̂  ̂The axe, which never features in 

Ursula’s iconography, being the sole property o f  John the Baptist, allegedly refers to 

the weapon o f mass destruction o f the virgins; possession o f one o f  these three 

implements constituted the church’s claim to fame, a claim which, according to 

Amold-Forster, was formally recognised in 1514 and is recorded by the Elizabethan 

antiquarian John Stow.'*^ Keyser’s late nineteenth-century list o f medieval murals in 

British churches includes fourteen depictions o f Ursula, mostly in East Anglia, the 

East Midlands and the South West."*  ̂ Bond reported her presence in the fifteenth- 

century glazing o f  two Derbyshire churches, where her entourage is reduced to eleven 

representative members.'** A contemporary stained glass window in Holy Trinity,

York depicts the saint housing a handful o f votaries in the tent o f her cloak, much in 

the manner o f  the Virgin Mary. The Northamptonshire parish church o f  Fotheringhay, 

endowed and built by the Yorkist dynasty, included Ursula in its extensive glazing 

scheme. Richard Marks surmises that Cecily Neville, the queen mother and pious 

widow o f Richard, Duke o f York, was responsible for the selection o f  saints."**̂

Amold-Forster, Church Dedications, II, 534.
‘In St Marie street had ye o f  old time a parish church o f  St. Marie the Virgin, St. Ursula, and the 

eleven thousand Virgins, which church was commonly called St. Marie at the Axe, o f  the sign o f  an 
axe, over against the east end thereof... This parish, about the year 1565, was united to the parish 
church o f  St. Andrew Undershaft, and so was St. Mary at the Axe suppressed and letten out to be a 
warehouse for a merchant.’ Stow, Survey, 145. A London, 1720 edition o f  the text interpolates the 
sentence ‘Here was afterwards a Free Schol kept’. John Stow, A Survey o f  the Cities o f  London and 
Westminster, edited by John Strype, Book 2, chapter 5, 86. St Andrew’s Church contains a 
commemorative monument to John Stow, who allegedly died in poverty. See above, n. 21.

Keyser, List o f  Buildings.
Bond, Dedications, 143.
Richard Marks, The M edieval Stained Glass o f  Northamptonshire (Oxford; Oxford University Press/ 

British Academy, 1998), 73. The panes were destroyed by Georgian vandals, not Tudor iconoclasts.
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Ursula’s presence with Barbara, Katherine, Margaret, Etheldreda and Helena on an 

alabaster reredos suggests that she was enlisted among the native or naturalised female 

saints to balance the international co n tin g e n t.In  D uffy’s popularity poll o f  maidens 

and martyrs on late medieval rood screens Ursula appears in eleventh position overall 

(fig. 16);^' given that she features marginally less frequently in Devon than in East 

Anglia, it seems that Roger’s advocacy did not achieve the lasting success he might 

have desired. W e do not know why fifteenth-century testators in Beverley and Hull 

commended their souls to Ursula and her glorious company, or why, in her testament 

o f  1501, the York widow Jane Chamberleyn specified burial in St Mary’s Abbey,

52‘before the altar o f  St Ursula’. Nor do we know the reason for Thomas Fynch’s 

commission, in his will o f  1514, o f  an image o f  Ursula for the newly erected side altar 

in Bungay parish c h u r c h , b u t  John Heydon’s instruction that his soul belonged inter 

alios to Ursula and Mary Magdalen -  a perjurer and a penitent prostitute -  may have 

been inspired by his w ife ’s notorious infidelity.^'* Although Ursula was never recruited

The dow ager’s devotional practices are recorded by C. A. J. Armstrong, ‘The Piety o f  Cicely, Duchess 
o f  York: A Study in Late M edieval C ulture’, in For Hilaire Belloc, ed. D. W oodruff (London: Sheed 
and W ard, 1942), 73-94. The youngest o f  C ecily’s eight children who survived infancy and, 
coincidentally, the only daughter never to marry, was named Ursula.

The group includes some unidentified saints. Hildburgh, ‘M edieval English Alabaster C arvings’, 78.
Duffy, ‘Holy M aydens’, 180. In George Redm ond’s survey o f  personal names, ‘U rsula’ was ‘revived 

in the late fifteenth century’, featuring at the lower end o f  the frequency tables. Christian Names, 91.
The will o f  John Brom pton o f  Beverley (1446) in mentioned by Richard Kieckhefer, Theology in 

Stone: Church Architecture from Byzantium to Berkeley (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 
184; Thomas Dalton o f  H ull’s will (1497) is cited by Heath, ‘Urban P iety’, 216. Jane Chamberleyn 
apparently counterm anded the instructions in her husband’s will that she be buried in his tomb at 
Kirkham. Gail M cM urray Gibson, The Theater o f  Devotion: East Anglian Drama and Society in the 
Late M iddle Ages  (Chicago and London: University o f  Chicago Press, 1989), 72.

Ursula and, obscurely, Cornelius were to flank the central image o f  All Saints. Eamon Duffy, ‘The 
Parish, Piety, and Patronage in Late Medieval East Anglia: The Evidence o f  Rood Screens’, in The 
Parish in English Life, 1400-1600, ed. Katherine J. French et al. (Manchester: M anchester University 
Press, 1997), 152. The choice o f the third-century martyred pope Cornelius, may have been inspired by 
his professed leniency toward penitent apostates and adulterers, the proximate cause o f  his demise.

See Colin Richmond, ‘East Anglian Politics and Society in the Fifteenth C entury’, in M edieval East 
Anglia, ed. Christopher Harper-Bill (W oodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), 193. The notoriety o f  the 
Heydons’ marital disaffection was ensured by M argaret Paston’s com munication to her husband that 
Heydon had repudiated his wife and new born child and that ‘he seyd 3yf sche come in hesse precence 
to make here exkewce }jat he xuld kyt o f  here nose to makyn here to be know wat sche is, and y f here 
chyld come in hesse presence he seyd he wyld kyllyn’. Paston Letters, II, no. 127. In popular tradition, 
the M agdalen was conflated with M ary o f  Bethany and ‘the great sinner’.
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to the Holy Helpers, having ample assistants o f her own, in 1969 she shared with the 

auxiliary saints the inglorious deletion o f  her feast from the Roman calendar.

Critics have been kinder to Ursula than to Barbara, objecting more to the attempts 

to rationalise the irrational, or naturalise the supernatural, than to its structural defects. 

When the new chapel o f  the Sorbonne was consecrated at Paris on 21 October 1347, 

the rationale for electing Ursula to joint patronage with the Virgin Mary may have 

been determined by the occasion o f the m artyr’s feast day; whatever the reason, the 

academic theologians were evidently untroubled by superstitiosa. On examining the 

putative relics at Cologne, Jean de Montreuil (d. 1418) dismissed the ‘old wives’ 

tales’ but not the maidens’ claim to mass m arty rd o m .T h o u g h  no admirer o f the 

legendaries, Vives extolled the virtues o f ‘the whole flock o f the eleven thousand 

virgins’. W h e r e  Amold-Forster found no redeeming ‘richness o f  imagination’ in 

Barbara, she does not disparage the artistic licence o f Ursula, conceding that ‘one

c n

interesting fairytale is as good as another’. The nineteenth-century German sceptic 

Oskar Schade clearly believed that more than one myth had been substituted for 

another when he upheld Ursula as a Christianised Freya, traced the symbolic ship to 

Isis, and characterised the massacre o f Ursula and her maidens as the female pendant

58to Maurice and the Theban Legion. The symmetry o f  the tales o f the 11,000 virgins 

and the 6,600 mutinous conscripts in M axim ian’s army who were slaughtered for their 

refusal to kill Christians, and their convergence in Cologne, is not a modem invention. 

When Norbert o f Xanten, the founder o f  the Premonstratensian Order, returned to 

Cologne, where he had formerly served in the court o f the Archbishop, he prayed for

Tout, ‘Legend’, 3L
Instruction o f  a Christen Woman (1523), cited by Watson, Vives and the Renascence, 92. 
Amold-Forster, Church Dedications, II, 533.
Cited by Tout, ‘Legend’, 36-37. A woodblock illustration in an early printed LA portrays St Maurice 

in the typical Ursula pose, sheltering four o f  his followers in his mantle. See Gouden Legenden: 
Heiligenlevens en Heiligenverehring in de Nederlanden, ed. Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker and Marijke 
Carasso-Kok (Hilversum: Verloren, 1997), 87.
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fig. 16. rood screen image of St Ursula and company 
Eye, Suffolk

(photograph: Simon Knott, http://www.suffolkchurches.co.uk)



divine guidance and was rewarded with the serendipitous discovery o f  the remains o f 

a member o f each m i l i t i a . I t  should not have been necessary for Norbert to travel in 

search o f Rhineland relics: however precious the bones, they were hardly in short 

supply. The city might even have run out o f storage space had it not established a 

lively export trade in souvenirs o f the dead, at least until the papal proscription of 

1381, when Boniface IX effectively ended the exchange. As Henk van Os observes, 

‘there is no city in Europe to rival Cologne in terms o f an inflationary policy o f relic 

veneration’.̂ ®

Despite the genocide, Ursula has been described as the least violent o f the virgin 

martyr t a l e s . T h e  blessed virgin and her fellow travellers do not undergo the sado

masochistic rite de passage customarily required o f maiden saints, and the torturers 

are denied the use o f the tools o f their trade. If the devil makes work for idle hands, 

the prospect o f  underemployed conscripts roaming the shore in search o f the cargo o f 

clean maidenhood promises serial rape and bloody killings. But the artistic 

representations o f  the t/rsw/a-legend look uncannily like army recruitment posters 

affirming the romance o f travel and adventure, with the cruise along the Rhine 

portrayed in preference to the arduous route march across the Alps. In the Flemish 

Ursula-M aster’s Scenes from the Legend o f  St Ursula (1475-80, Bruges, 

Groeningemuseum), the virgins travel light, embarking on the first leg o f their journey

Joseph P. Hoffman, Family, Commerce, and Religion in London and Cologne: Anglo-German 
Emigrants, c.lOOO -  c.1300  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 208. On one occasion 
foul weather allegedly prevented the smuggling o f  stolen relics. The storm abated only when the 
English culprit returned the sanctarum pignora. The theft may have confirmed Norbert in his low  
opinion o f  Anglici. Family, Commerce, and Religion, 212, 204.

Van Os, The Way to Heaven, 29. Guy de Tervarent lists over a hundred European beneficiaries o f  
Cologne’s largesse. La Legende de Sainte Ursule, 39-43 . Despite the earlier papal export ban. in 1434 
the Master o f  the London chapter o f  St Anthony’s, Threadneedle Street, was given permission by 
Eugenius IV to receive a modest consignment o f  Ursuline relics. Two reliquary heads o f  virgin martyrs 
occur in the inventory o f  1499. Rose Graham, ‘The Order o f  St Antoine de Viennois and Its English 
Commandery, St Anthony’s, Threadneedle Street,’ ArchaeologicalJournal 84 (1927): 364. The export 
trade continued at least until the early eighteenth century, when the prioress o f  the Dominican convent 
at Galway procured a ‘skull o f  St Ursula’. The reliquary is displayed in the Galway City Museum.

Winstead. Chaste Passions, 164.
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carrying little vanity cases, while Ursula’s only concession to the long voyage is to

wear her signature cloak over a courtly gown, let her hair down and don the dual

crown of royalty and martyrdom. Memling’s principal martyr, dressed more demurely

in virginal blue and white, leaves the crown at home and takes a tiara, but is

nonetheless blonde and beautiful as befits the daughter o f a British king. German and

Netherlandish iconography favours a small white hound fawning at the maiden’s feet

62in faithful recognition of her virtue. Instead o f falling on their quarry like mad dogs 

and Hunnish men, excepting some swordplay in the Flemish Master’s painting, the 

villains line up along the harbour and take aim, and it is all over bar the shooting. An 

almost palpable air o f serenity suffuses the paired scenes of arrival and departure at 

Cologne in the mid-fifteenth-century Martyrdom o f  Saint Ursula from the workshop 

of the Cologne Master o f 1456 (Cologne, Wallraf-Richartz-Museum).*’̂  The first 

portrays the pacific reception o f the advance party at Cologne, the second the 

hostilities on their return, but the virgins, their ranks reinforced with ecclesiastics, 

appear equally indifferent to their fate. Reversing the order o f ceremonies, Ursula, 

distinguished less by her singular beauty than by her isolation on the shore, takes an 

arrow to the chin from unsportingly close range before the Hun has cause to console 

her on the death of her compatriots.

The nineteen-scene Ursula cycle (c.l495, various locations) o f the Cologne 

Master of the St Ursula Legend -  not to be confused with either the Cologne Master of 

1456 (or his workshop)^'* or the Flemish Master o f the Legend of St Ursula -  takes an 

unusually long look at the life and death o f the virgin martyr, fi'om the parents’ prayer

See Guy de Tervarent, Attributs et Symboles dans / ’Art Profane, 1450-1600: Dictionnaire d'un 
Langage Perdu  (Geneva: Droz, 1958).

In addition to the fifteen panels in Cologne, another from the ‘Little Ursula C ycle’, featuring the 
arrival at and departure from Mainz, belongs to the Steinmetz Collection, Darmstadt. See Van Os, The 
Way to Heaven, 28.
^  Tervarent’s attribution o f  the cycle to the van Scheiven brothers has not been substantiated.
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for an heir, and the birth, baptism and oblation o f the blessed Ursula, to the burial and 

seventh-century translation o f her incorrupt corpse. The preconception prayer derives 

from the 1183/87 Revelations o f Joseph, the epigone o f Elisabeth o f Schonau;^^ the 

infancy scenes to the apocryphal Life o f the Virgin; the grave discovery to the 

fifteenth-century Lives o f St Cunibert.^^ The Cologne artist depicts a series o f arrivals 

and departures in which the various destinations are distinguished less by their 

architecture than by their civic arms. The largest canvas in the cycle, the so-called 

Martyrdom o f  St Ursula and the Eleven Thousand Virgins (London, Victoria and 

Albert Museum), in fact shows the saint supporting her betrothed, who has been 

speared by a Hun, another legacy o f  the 1183 imaginative reconstruction. Kauffmann 

tentatively identified the donors whose names and portraits appear in the painting: if 

the van Wickroids were indeed prosperous silkweavers, their profession explains the 

improbably elegant demeanour o f the expiring Ethereus, whose damask gown is 

rucked up and left leg extended to reveal the perfect hose o f his shapely calf.

M emling’s Shrine o f  St Ursula (1489, Bruges, Sint-Janshospitaal, fig. 18) is as 

much a tribute to his native city as to the celebrated saint, and its topographical 

accuracy commends it to modem critics. But the burghers o f  Bruges, who 

commissioned the painted panels for the silver shrine as a replacement for the crude 

wooden reliquary (fig. 17), may well have feared life’s capacity to follow art.^^ They

According to the Revelations, the parents had hoped for a son but were suitably grateful for the small 
mercy o f  a daughter: ‘Qui cum liberis carerent, quotidianis beneficiorum obsequiis, jugique orationum 
instantia, obtinuerunt a Domino filiam, qui se filium speraverunt impetraturos.’ AASS X. ix Oct, 174.
“  See M. Coens, ‘Les Vies de S. Cunibert de Cologne’, Analecta BoUandiana 47 (1929): 338-63, and 
idem, AB 56 (1938): 370-82, The grave discovery scene, the last in the cycle, formerly held by the 
Wallraf-Richartz-Museum, was destroyed in 1943. For a reproduction see C. M. Kauffmann, The 
Legend o f  Saint Ursula (London: Victoria and Albert Museum/HMSO, 1964), frontispiece and plates 
20-28 . In the tenth-century Life o f  Cunibert a dove alighted on the saint’s head whenever he entered 
the church o f  the holy virgins at Cologne. By the fifteenth century it had indicated to the saint precisely 
where Ursula was interred. ‘De Sancto Kuniberto Coloniensi archiepiscopo’, ed. Coens, AB 47 (1929): 
363-67.

The original capsa lignea (c.1400) has been preserved and is displayed alongside the capsa argentea 
in the Bruges Sint-Janshospitaalmuseum.
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were doubtless mindful o f the LA miracle in which the disgruntled virgin punishes the 

abbot for his bad housekeeping by deserting the despised capsa lignea, Caxton’s 

‘cheste o f tree’, for her former quarters in a reverential convent. In the sequential 

scenes on the long sides o f  the deluxe shrine, the virgins bring life and agency to 

every port o f call; they clamber on and o ff their ships, greet porters and prelates, 

shield and support one another, and jo in  together in prayer. When the assassins 

surround the ships, the first casualty appears to be the effeminate Ethereus, as in the 

Cologne canvas, who falls back into the arms o f  his beloved. Ursula thereafter seems 

to push her way through the crowd to confront her assassin on shore, thus making her 

martyrdom look more like a brave decision than a bathetic duckshoot (fig. 19).^* On 

one end o f the reliquary, Ursula holds the fatal arrow in her right hand and with the 

left draws her cloak around the ten little maidens who cluster on either side o f  her, in 

groups o f  four and six, resisting differentiation as wise and foolish virgins (fig. 20).

The Ursuline ship bobbing gently in the amniotic waters, its sails sometimes 

bellying in a stiff breeze, despite its potent female symbolism, is less favoured than 

the phallic shaft. In freestanding figures the heroine is generally represented clutching 

a handful o f  arrows, as in Hans M ultscher’s limewood sculpture (1456, Sterzing, 

Unsere Liebe Frau im Moos); in single-scene glass, panel and wall painting, with a 

token missile, either gripped righteously like a pilgrim ’s staff (Niccolo di Pietro [?]), '̂  ̂

or poised between her fingers like a quill, as in Benozzo Gozzoli’s Madonna and  

Child Enthroned among Saints (c.l490, Pisa, Museo Nazionale di San Matteo). In 

Bartolomeo M ontagna’s Madonna and Child enthroned Between Saints and Angel 

Musicians (c.l450, Milan, Brera) Ursula brandishes a red banner in an Augustinian

Cf. the semi-submerged sitting ducks in Carpaccio’s Hunting in the Lagoon (Los Angeles, John Paul 
Getty Museum).

For a description and reproduction o f  the panel see ‘A Picture o f  Saint Ursula’, Bulletin o f  the 
Metropolitan Museum o f  Art 18 (1923): 144—45. See also Kaftal, ed., Saints: North East Italy, fig. 
1299.
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fig. 17. 5 / C/r.5M/a s/!n«e (c. 1400, Bruges, Sint-Janshospitaal) 
the old ‘cheste o f tre’

fig. 18. Hans Memling, St Ursula Shrine (1489, Bruges, Sint-Janshospitaal) 
gilded and painted wood



fig. 19. Hans Memling, St Ursula shrine, martyrdom scene

fig. 20. Hans Memling, St Ursula shrine, Ursula sheltering the virgins

fig. 21. Stefan Lochner, left wing o f Altarpiece o f  the Patron Saints o f  Cologne 
(1440-45, Cologne Cathedral)



guard o f honour.™ Most often she is rendered with her trademark cloak, after the 

fashion o f the mater misericordiae, sheltering her devotees if  not ft'om the swords and 

arrows o f outrageous fortune, then from the storm and stress o f the virginal life. A 

mid-fifteenth-century painting by Gozzoli (Washington, D.C., National Gallery o f 

Art) o f a mantled Ursula shows the saint and the diminutive donor being enveloped by 

an expansive floral-pattemed cloak suspended by two angels. Earlier depictions seem 

to emphasise the Marian associations in rendering the colour o f the cloak, in the case 

o f the Niccolo panel (c.1400) in the New York Metropolitan Museum o f Art, an 

intense ultramarine and gold brocade.^' In later representations, most strikingly in 

Stefan Lochner’s Altarpiece o f  the Patron Saints o f  Cologne (1440-45, Cologne 

Cathedral), where, but for the halo and the grace o f  God she might be mistaken for a 

female Santa Claus, the saint’s cloak is invariably a deep rose damask with lily-white 

miniver trim -  the traditional colours o f martyrdom and m a id e n h o o d .A n  early 

sixteenth-century polychromed oak sculpture (Utrecht, Rijksmuseum Het 

Catharijneconvent), shows Ursula unconventionally carrying a closed book in her left 

hand -  she is not normally a literate saint -  and gathering in the fold o f her cloak the 

small figures o f a cohort o f maidens, a cardinal and Pope Cyriacus.

The ftalian Renaissance produced several romantic reconstructions o f  the saint’s 

life, none o f them betraying any influence o f  Joseph’s revelations. An earlier oriental

In Ursuline iconography, Gabriella Zarri maintains, a single banner emphasises the saint’s role as 
leader, while twin barmers, as in Antonio Vivarini’s fifteenth-century polyptych (Brescia, S Angelo) 
indicate the saint’s dual triumph as virgin and martyr. ‘Ursula and Catherine: The Marriage o f  Virgins 
in the Sixteenth Century’, trans. Anne Jacobson Schutte, in Creative Women in M edieval and Early 
Modern Italy: A Religious and Artistic Renaissance, ed. E. Arm Matter and John Coakley (Philadelphia: 
University o f Pennsylvania Press, 1994), 247.

‘Picture o f  St Ursula’, 144-45. In Tomaso da Modena’s damaged fresco, Ursula wears a faded blue 
cloak.

In earlier portraits the saint’s cloak -  like the original textile known as scarlet -  may be o f  many 
colours, but the definitive use o f  red in later depictions may owe more to the association o f  the hue with 
the costliness o f  the dye. See John H. Munro, ‘The Medieval Scarlet and the Economics o f  Sartorial 
Splendour’, in Cloth and Clothing in M edieval Europe: Essays in Memory o f  Professor E. M. Carus- 
Wilson, ed. N. B. Harte and K. G. Ponting (London: Heinemann, 1983), 13-70. According to the 
accounts for 1387-88 o f  Mary Bohun, Countess o f  Derby, one robe required three yards o f  .scarlet and 
' 15 timbers o f  pured minever’ for the lining. Ward, trans. and ed.. Women o f  the English Nobility, 188.
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version of the legend apparently informs the Paolo Veneziano (d. c.1360) cycle of 

panel paintings (Florence, Volterra Collection): the swarthy, black-bearded pagan 

King and his ambassadors with their roll-mop turbans are self-evidently Saracens. The 

Venetian painter showed not only the native regard for shipbuilding and sailing but 

also a more surprising esteem for female seamanship in depicting Ursula as the 

zealous coxswain of her maiden crew7^ It is less her dexterous navigation than her 

efficacy with inundation that seems to have impressed Pisans, judging by Bruno di 

Giovanni’s panel painting of the saint turning the tide o f floodwater from the city 

(Pisa, Museo Civico).^"* In the nineteenth century, local salvage efforts rescued the 

recently uncovered trecento cycle o f frescoes not from divine providence but from the 

threat o f civic vandalism. Tomaso da Modena’s Legend o f  S t Ursula (c. 1355-65, 

Treviso, Museo Civico) was detached from the walls o f the Ursula chapel o f the 

former Augustinian hermits’ church of Sta Margherita, Treviso, at that time scheduled 

for demolition. We do not know whether the church had acquired any relics from 

Cologne, but the story of the invasion from the east had a particular resonance for the 

citizens of Treviso: in the mid 1350s they were besieged by Hungarians, often 

characterised as latterday Huns, in the war o f attrition waged on the Venetian 

Republic. Given that the aggressors allegedly fled Cologne after the massacre of the 

eleven thousand, a story untold by hagiographers before Pynson’s Kalendre^^ the 

Trevisans had good reason to pray for deliverance through Ursula’s intercession.

’■’ See Kaftal, ed.. Saints: North East Italy, figs. 1305, 1308, 1312, 1313. The Venetian trecento painter 
provides an exception (1307) to Richard W. Unger’s rule that ‘Before 1500 art works did not show  
precisely what ships looked like or how they were to be constructed’. The Art o f  M edieval Technology: 
Images o f  Noah the Shipbuilder (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1991), 12. Zarri’s 
claim that Ursula’s ship is ‘seldom found in Italian art’ ( ‘Ursula and Catherine’, 249) is clearly false.

See Kaftal, ed.. Saints: Tuscan Painting, fig. 1123.
The Cologne Master o f the St Ursula Legend devotes one scene in his cycle to the defeat o f  the Huns 

in battle. The whereabouts o f  the painting were unknown to Kauffmann in 1964. For an illustration see 
idem. Legend o f  Saint Ursula, pi. 17. The Huns’ flight appears on one o f  a pair o f  twelfth-century 
liturgical bronze cups, the earliest known representation o f  the legend. Charles R. Beard, ‘A “St.
Ursula” Bowl, in the Possession o f  Capt. E. G. Reidy’, The Connoisseur 83 (1929): 83-90.
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Observing that the courtly scenes appear at the top o f the cycle and the slaughter at the 

bottom -  presumably the last to be painted -  Robert Gibbs surmises that the painting 

was overtaken by events in the Veneto7^ Stella Newton detects the Hungarian allusion 

in the costume, especially in the conical hats o f  the Huns in Tom aso’s frescoes and the 

Master o f St Veronica’s panel painting o f  the martyrdom o f Ursula.^^

Although Tomaso follows the LA Ursula, probably from the vernacular translation 

by Nicolo Malerbi, published in 1475 by the Venetian printer Jenson, he departs from 

his source in focusing on familial and pontifical dilemmas. Ursula’s maternal family 

plays a greater part in the proceedings, with her mother Queen Daria replacing the 

King as Ursula’s confidant, and her aunt, Gerasina o f Sicily, and five young cousins 

featuring prominently in the leave-taking scene. The commanding presence o f 

Cyriacus -  surely the first pontiff before Julius II to be depicted with a full beard -  

dominates the successive scenes o f the dream and the abdication, suggesting more 

sympathy for his early retirement than Dante showed for the coward who made ‘the

70

great refusal’, allegedly a veiled reference to Celestine V. In the massacre scene 

Ursula is the sole m artjr still standing; all others have been cut down. The Hun seizes 

her by the arm as if  to run her through with the arrow. Meanwhile, in the foreground,

Unlike the other cycles, it is not the wild gestures o f violence that are 
emphasised but the interaction o f the executioners’ knives and the victims’ 
agonies, the ‘Comishmen and W elshmen’ working their way through the fallen 
knights o f Crecy.^^

Robert Gibbs, Tomaso da M odeno: P ain ting in E m ilia an d  the M arch o f  Treviso, 1 3 4 0 -8 0  
(Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity Press, 1989), 128-29 .

Stella Mary N ewton, ‘T om aso da M odena, Sim one Martini, Hungarians and St. Martin in Fourteenth- 
Century Italy’, Journal o f  the W arburg and C ourtauld Institutes 43 (1980): 236.

Gibbs, Tomaso da M odena, 148; ‘che fece per viltade il gran rifiuto’, Dante, Inferno, 111, 1. 60.
Gibbs, Tomaso da M odena, 150. Gibbs suspects a further allusion to ‘British’ barbarism at Crecy in 

the incongruous clothing o f  the English ambassadors -  ‘G othic’ garments and Hungarian pointed hats. 
Tomaso da M odena, 129, 139.
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Whereas in all portrayals, the virgins are indiscriminately slashed and stabbed, and 

occasionally coshed, and in Tom aso’s treatment ransacked in the ‘British’ manner, 

forensic examination o f text and image yields conflicting accounts o f  the number and 

trajectory o f arrows that transfixed Ursula. Although she is not subjected to the 

toxophilists’ target practice traditionally suffered by Sebastian, she is impaled in the

throat in the fresco at Fabriano, but receives a second shot through the heart in Paolo

80Veneziano’s panel. The surprising need to silence a softly spoken saint suggests an 

analogue to the demise o f Agnes, an outspoken virgin martyr who, in the textual 

legends, is despatched with a dagger in the throat, but is frequently portrayed 

transfixed through the abdomen. None o f  the Italian cycles includes the Cordula 

episode,*' but the late fourteenth-century Bolognese frescoes (Vigo di Cadore) attend 

to the afterlife, devoting scenes to the funeral o f the virgins, the assumption o f their 

souls from makeshift catacombs and a posthumous miracle resembling Jacobus’s 

devoted monk who was redeemed by the token payment o f 11,000 pater nosters.*“

By far the most resplendent cycle is Vittore Carpaccio’s Scenes from  the Life o f  St 

Ursula (1490-95, Venice, Accademia). The saint’s red cloak is perhaps the least 

distinctive o f her attributes, partly due to the rich russet tones o f the canvases, but 

more because so many o f the maidens, clerics and courtiers, and even the canopies, 

are similarly draped. On arrival in Rome, the prima donna, dressed in forget-me-not 

blue, and the faithful Ethereus, genuflect before the pope to receive his blessing (fig. 

23); the betrothed couple are the only figures in the crowded centre o f the canvas who 

are not clad in scarlet copes or cassocks. Directly behind them two gentlemen kneel, 

each bearing a shallow crown portentously spiked with gilded thorns. The Venetian

See Kaftal, ed,. Saints: Central and South Italy, fig. 1295 (Fabriano); idem. North East Italy, fig. 
1325 (Paolo Veneziano).

Cordula does, however, merit a cycle o f  her own from the workshop o f  the Cologne Master. 
Kauffmann, Legend o f  Saint Ursula, 22.

See Kaftal, ed.. Saints: North East Italy, fig. 1329.
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painter’s Ursula cycle was commissioned by the confraternity o f  St Ursula for the 

chapel they had erected, early in the fourteenth century, in the cemetery beside the 

church o f SS Giovanni e Paolo. The Scuola di S a n t’Orsola, founded in Venice in 

1300, under the patronage o f the Virgin Mary, SS Dominic and Peter Martyr and 

‘especially o f the madona santa orsola verzene with her company o f blessed virgins 

and glorious m artyrs’ seems to have been one o f  the more prestigious o f the scuole 

piccole, whose statutes typically included the requirements o f  good citizenship.**^

Carpaccio’s cycle o f eight canvases and an altarpiece emphasises the ritual aspects 

o f the arrivals and departures o f the various parties, but he is exercised more by the 

ceremonials o f  the Doge’s court than by papal protocol. The Venetian painter omits 

the abdication o f  Cyriacus, which featured prominently in Tomaso da M odena’s 

Scenes o f Saint Ursula, and he replaces the private audiences o f  the earlier cycle o f 

frescoes with spectacularly public events. The single secluded scene in his cycle is the 

angelic intimation o f mortality to the somnolent maiden alone in her chamber, a 

conceit Carpaccio has transferred from the pontifical dream in Tom aso’s fresco. 

Ursula’s regular entourage does not greatly outnumber either the English embassy or 

the Hunnish show o f strength; in Patricia Fortini Brown’s succinct expression,

84Carpaccio’s cycle is ‘a primer in crowd control’. Everyone turns out in force, from 

the regulated citizens o f each state to the rufous dogs restrained on leashes in the 

street. The artist depicts the decorous reception and return o f the English delegation, 

incidents largely ignored in the literary Lives. Francesco Valcanover undoubtedly 

exaggerates the painter’s fidelity to his textual authority in his claim that, ‘more than 

any other preceding iconographer far or near,’ Carpaccio remained faithful to the LA

Patricia Fortini Brown, Venetian Narrative Painting in the Age o f  Carpaccio (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 1988), 15-21, 57.

Brown, Venetian Narrative Painting, 184.
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tradition, ‘selecting the kinder, less cruel episodes’. W hether he sanitised the 

violence is debatable, but there is no doubt that he sentimentalised the espousal. In 

none o f the texts that follow Elisabeth’s Revelations is there a meeting o f the 

betrothed before their fatal assignation at Cologne; yet Carpaccio’s couple confer on a 

boardwalk in a fictive no-man’s land somewhere between pagan England, rendered 

with massive medieval fortresses, and a Christian Brittany that irresistibly evokes 

Renaissance Venice (fig. 22). The English embassy is received not so much with ‘red 

carpet’ treatment as with a conspicuous display o f mercantile wealth in the oriental 

rugs hanging from ‘British’ balconies. The crenellated walls and watchtowers o f the 

Rhineland city fly the civic flag emblazoned with the insignia o f the three kings o f 

Cologne; the ship bringing the advance party to port hoists the pilgrim ensign o f  the 

Red Cross, while on its prow it bears a pair o f emblematic crowns. Ursula and the 

pontiff lean out to talk to youthful boatman, as if  to confmn that they have finally 

reached their destination, the city o f their dreams o f martyrdom (fig. 24).

When Friedrich Schlegel first encountered Stefan Lochner’s Altarpiece o f  the 

Patron Saints o f  Cologne, he reported a vision o f  the sublime. As Julius the Hun was 

stupefied by Ursula’s physical beauty, so the German Romantic was enraptured by the 

spiritual qualities the saint exudes in the left wing. According to Francis Haskell,

after listing some o f  its special beauties, Schlegel described the tender grief 
with which St Ursula gazes at her young lover...; the peaceftal attitudes and 
pale countenances o f  the martyrs beside her; and all those melancholy 
accessories that melt the joyous grandeur o f the principal subject into an inner 
feeling o f  gentle love.*^

Francesco Valcanover, Carpaccio: The Legend o f  St. Ursula, trans. Sandra Peterson (Milan: Arti 
Grafiche Ricordi, 1964), no pagination.
** Francis Haskell, History and Its Images: Art and the Interpretation o f  the Past (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 1993), 435.
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fig. 22. Vittore Carpaccio, Scenes from the Ursula Cycle: the meeting o f the betrothed (detail)
1495, Venice, Accademia

fig. 23. Carpaccio, Ursula Cycle: the pilgrims meet the Pope (detail) 
1492, Venice, Accademia.



fig. 24. Carpaccio, Ursula Cycle', the arrival at Cologne (detail) 
1490, Venice, Accademia



However splendid the depiction, Schlegel’s response is all the more arresting, if  only 

because the ‘tender g rie f with which Ursula returns her lover’s gaze confirms the 

critic’s sentimental projection. Ursula does not even glance at the amorous Ethereus; 

the companions may all look to the lady, but she has eyes only for the arrowhead in 

her hand, on which she appears to be meditating (fig. 21). If medieval authors did not

87always distinguish between the sin o f looking and the sin o f being looked a t’, neo

medievalists seem not to have separated the satisfaction o f seeing from being seen.

Nor is Schlegel the only unrequited amateur: the UrsulaAQgenA incites a vehement 

response from many o f its modem readers, even those untouched by its tender regards. 

In the early twentieth century, Tout convicted the virgin o f bad faith in reneging on 

her agreement with the young prince, thereby making a mockery o f marriage and a 

martyr o f them both:

Judged by modem standards, Ursula hardly merits such exaltation as the 
Church has bestowed upon her. She broke faith with her suitor; her sufferings 
were all bom e for the sake o f celibacy. But ethical standards have changed. In 
the age o f  unbridled license and self-indulgence during which her cultus took
shape, celibacy was regarded as one o f the greatest o f virtues, perjury, if  a

88means to that end, a venial sin.

Tout’s strident protestation o f those ‘ethical standards’ o f Edwardian Britain that she 

herself upholds may read as special pleading, but writing as a graduate o f the so-called 

W oodstock generation, Marc Glasser admits none o f the contemporary aversion to 

holy wedlock. He criticises the handling o f matrimonial affairs in hagiography, 

complaining that in Ursula, as in all virgin martyr legends, marriage ‘never receives a 

fair hearing’; that it is presented as ‘an impossible choice’ for a nice Christian girl: ‘in 

none o f the virgin martyr legends is a marriage o f two Christians described. Marriage

Ruth Evans, ‘Virginities’, in The Cambridge Companion to M edieval Women's Writing, ed. Carolyn 
Dinshaw and David Wallace (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 33-34.
** Tout, ‘Legend’, 21.
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offers always come from heathens and are always rejected by Christians.’**'̂  In its 

restricted reference, this is tautologically true: virgin martyrs, with the singular 

exception o f  Cecilia, do not marry; their moral authority demands their material 

integrity. Offers o f marriage abound -  Ursula receives both threats and promises in the 

course o f her abbreviated Life -  but a maiden who has vowed her virginity to God is 

ipso facto  not at liberty to accept, unless o f course she breaks faith with her betrothed, 

as Tout accuses Ursula o f  doing, albeit on the divine imperative. Yet Glasser remains 

oblivious o f the proliferating Christian marriages in the subtext. In literary and visual 

reproductions, the Ursula-XegenA spawned numerous Christian wives and daughters, 

and devoted sons and mothers. A few o f the virgin martyrs have the inestimable 

fortune to be bom, like Dorothy, and perhaps even Ursula, to good Christian parents; 

hagiography tacitly assumes that only Christian marriages can be happy and fulfilled. 

Christian wives patiently bring their benighted partners to conversion, while pagan 

husbands batter their faithfial spouses beyond belief, which might also be an 

indictment o f  the male disposition to domestic violence.

Glasser laments the lack o f civilised debate on marriage in medieval hagiography; 

the virgin martyrs and the spumed pagans, he objects, merely ‘hurl epithets at each 

other’.'̂ '* Ursula, however, remains unfailingly courteous, never engaging in invective; 

in other legends the missiles may be more substantial, with some o f the victims 

flinging gobbets o f their tortured flesh at their tormentors. The modem apologist for 

matrimony approaches all these texts with inappropriate generic expectations; a 

medieval reader was most unlikely to seek impartial marriage counselling in a

Marc D. Glasser, ‘Marriage in Old and Middle English Saints’ Legends’ (Ph.D. diss., Indiana 
University, 1973), 84-86. Tervarent reproduces an image o f  the marriage o f  Ursula and Ethereus on 
one o f  four anonymous fifteenth-century panels from the church o f  St Margaret in Briihl. Each partner 
is depicted with crown and nimbus. Ursula accepts a ring from her fiance with no great show o f  
enthusiasm. La Legende de Saint Ursule, pi. 73.

Glasser, ‘Marriage’, 4.
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legendary, much o f  which was committed to valorising not evaluating the Lives o f 

holy maidens. Nevertheless, none o f the Latin Lives o f the eleven thousand virgins 

considered in this chapter panders to the clerical prejudices encountered in the 

writings o f the Christian Fathers and the canon lawyers; nor do the late medieval 

vernacular Lives replicate the crude misogamy designed to appeal to cloistered nuns 

o f the thirteenth century. It is significant that the virgins’ unwillingness to wed should 

be interpreted by Glasser as an indefensible assault on the institution o f marriage. 

Winstead detects in Ursula more sympathy for matrimony: ‘Ursula’s heavenly union 

with her earthly suitor is a most striking example o f tifteenth-century mitigation o f the 

unequivocal denunciation o f worldly relationships and institutions that had formerly 

characterized the g e n r e . B u t  the promise o f a celestial compact will not appease the 

advocates o f terrestrial conjugium. It seems to me that the vindication o f Christian 

marriage comes instead from the ancillary characters who contribute to the making o f 

the virgin martyr, the displacement o f unfulfilled dreams onto the next generation.

The best alternative to preserving one’s virginity is to dedicate a daughter to God. 

Just as Jerome insisted that he praised marriage because it produced virgins, so, in the 

legendary Lives, good parents are exonerated and bad ones incinerated, in so far as 

they help or hinder their daughter’s profession. In the Middle Ages, however, it would 

have been far harder for parents with dynastic ambitions and without social welfare to 

dedicate an only child to God. It is significant that o f the principal virgin martyrs, only 

Dorothy enjoys the benefit o f siblings and Christian parents, surely a winning 

combination for any postulant to Paradise; in all other instances, the nascent saint 

grows up under the oppressive yoke o f parental and societal expectations, both 

Christian and pagan. The evidence o f the ‘fifteenth-century m itigation’ o f  marriage

W instead, Chaste P assions, 164.
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and worldly affairs is much more apparent in the visual Ursula-cydes than in the text 

o f the Huntington MS to which Winstead refers. Parental anxieties for a much loved 

child are almost palpable in Carpaccio’s Ursula-cyde, where the symmetry in a single 

canvas o f  the leaving home scenes -  pagan Ethereus on the left, the sinister side, 

Christian Ursula on the extreme right -  is unmistakable. The tender grief o f love so 

soon surrendered may have inftised the young Romantic with deliciously intoxicating 

sympathy; it might equally have struck icy fear in the heart o f any parent about to be 

bereaved.

The legends o f the virgin martyrs have long invited diverse interpretations; their 

facility for meaning all things to all readers is the essence o f their enduring appeal. 

This basic instability also accounts for their explosive potential. Reames has written 

persuasively on the contentious custody o f saints’ Lives, and the particular grievance 

o f the Bollandists that ‘constituencies within the medieval church [were allowed] to 

modify the legends for their own advantage’. B u t  even if  it were possible, not to say 

desirable, to produce an ideologically innocent vita, there is no way o f fixing the 

meaning for its catholic audience.

The Lives o f Barbara and Ursula are many and varied; o f those I have considered,

I have tried to avoid treating any text as the authorised version or any reading as 

exclusive. The lack o f official endorsement o f  the cult o f  either saint may have helped 

to release the legends from private ownership. Both Barbara and Ursula qualify as 

acfive rather than contemplative saints. Their association with the newly dignified 

crafts o f weaponry and workmanship in wood, metal and stone made them venerable 

patrons o f tradesm en’s guilds; if  their reputation could ennoble the civic corporations 

and mechanical arts o f men, their imitation could equally enable socially

Winstead, Virgin M artyrs, 65.
Reames, Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination, 33.
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circumscribed women to consolidate their opposition to unwanted conjugal unions. 

Whether oppressed by war or the rigours of work, male devotion to Barbara depended 

on her proven capacity to conserve life, or at least delay death; for her female 

appellants, the saint’s inviolability rather than her invulnerability attested to her saving 

grace. Where a man might justifiably fear the acts o f God, a nubile woman had more 

cause to dread the machinations of the paterfamilias. Barbara’s policy of wilful 

refusal of marriage is often abrasively expressed in both word and deed; although 

frequently depicted among women, her literary legend is dominated by male figures of 

authority. Despite showing great initiative in the management of her affairs, she is in 

many ways the more domesticated of the two saints, remaining at all times in the 

family home under the care and control o f her father. Whatever the circumstances of 

her confinement, Barbara is estranged not only from her father but from female 

friendship and social interaction. Ursula’s strategy of passive resistance to marriage is 

less confrontational; she neither gives nor receives offence and desists from lecturing 

pagan authorities or destroying their property, having a remarkable facility to win 

friends and influence pagans. This ‘stainless lily’, like the later St Teresa in the 

epigraph from Huysmans, exhibits steely determination and resilience: she is an 

inspiration to others if not to break the law then to break with convention. In spite of, 

or even because of, her more pacific disposition, she enjoys a freedom of movement 

and opportunity o f travel unavailable to the more combative Barbara. It seems to have 

been the saint’s mobility that inspired the originally unenclosed Company o f St 

Ursula, founded in 1535, at Brescia, by Angela Merici. Other than in litanies of all the 

virgin martyrs the two role models of misogamy are never invoked together; nor are 

they mentioned jointly in bequests. In artistic representation I have found no evidence 

o f their being paired; with the notable exception of a late fifteenth-century painting by
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the unknown Master o f the Virgin among the Virgins (Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum), in 

which the Madonna and Child are surrounded by Saints Cecilia, Barbara, Catherine 

and Ursula, the two saints seldom appear in the same company. It is as if  there was an 

implicit acknowledgement o f  their disjunctive roles. In the next section we shall see 

the literary expression o f these independent yet parallel Lives.
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Part Three: Texts and Context

This section examines the contracting o f marriage in Middle English romance; the 

representation o f resistance to marriage and the repression o f misogamy; and the 

contextual evidence o f single women as a source o f social anxiety in the fifteenth 

century. Though long marginalised in the modem literary canon, the very ‘mediocrity’ 

o f the non-Chaucerian anonymous works under discussion surely merits their position 

in medias res. Scholars may share Chaucer’s prejudices, but the metrical romances 

parodied by the poet in Sir Thopas commanded a far wider audience in late medieval 

and early modem England than did the critically acclaimed fathers o f  English 

literature. Monastic libraries may not have been quite as ‘full o f romances’ as Thomas 

Warton surmised, nor as devoid o f ‘articles in either poetry or Engleish’ as Joseph 

Ritson insisted, on the basis o f the few contemporary catalogues known to him, but 

the disparaged romances were undoubtedly received -  and reputedly well received -  

by the religious.' The research reading required for the frequent pulpit fulminations 

against romance was generously facilitated by literary bequests. In the absence o f the 

bibliographer’s habeas corpus, the ‘ancient manuscripts or the testimony o f 

contemporareous [5/c] or veracious historians’,̂  the narrators’ habit o f alluding to 

other romances is often used by literary archivists as an informal popularity poll."*

And in an arresting case o f self-referentiality, the chivalric heroes o f the genre, from 

the adolescent King Horn to the convalescent Sir Eger, include ‘romanz-reding on ĵ e

' Thomas Warton, The History o f  English Poetry, from  the close o f  the eleventh century to the 
commencement o f  the eighteenth century (London, 1774), vol. 1, 87. Joseph Ritson, Ancient Engleish 
M etrical Romancees (London, 1802), vol. 1, ci-cii. Fraternal affection for Arthuriana was legendary.
 ̂ In 1305, Guy de Beauchamp, Earl o f  Warwick, presented Bordesley Abbey with ‘un volum de la mort 

ly Roy Arthur, e de Mordret’, R. M. Wilson, The Lost Literature o f  M edieval England, 2d ed. (London; 
Methuen, 1970), 107. A Gui de Warrewik might have been a more fitting expression o f  ancestral piety.
’ Ritson, Ancient Engleish M etrical Romancees, xxvii.

E.g. Laud Troy-Book, 11. 11-26; Richard Coer de Lion, 11. 6657-68; Squyr o f  Lowe Degre, 11. 75-82.
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bok’ among their diverse accomplishments, either for postprandial relaxation or 

assiduous self-improvement.^

Popularity, like mediocrity, has become a term of vulgar abuse: works thus 

designated are appreciated only by those who know no better. In an early vilification 

of romance, Juan Luis Vives reduced its imagined readership to ‘those that neuer 

touched good bokes’.̂  While sixteenth-century humanists, and even antiquarians of 

the early 1800s, may have shared the scruples o f pulpit preachers concerning the 

morality of the metrical romances, twentieth-century scholars have tended to follow 

Chaucer in ridiculing their literary and social solecisms.^ Alliterative verse earns 

grudging respect for its longer lines and ancient lineage but, despite the venerable use 

of versus triperti caudati in Latin religious lyric and French rime couee, the tail-rhyme

o

stanza is more often dismissed as bastard doggerel. The jog-trot rhythm and 

redundant tags typical of tail-rhyme, and so mercilessly parodied in the meanderings 

of the errant knight, the aimless and loveless Sir Thopas, have induced a closely

 ̂The quotation is from Havelok, in Middle English Metrical Romances, ed. Walter H. French and 
Charles B. Hale (New York: Prentice Hall, 1930), 1. 2327. On the basis of the military and tactical 
content o f chivalric romance, the historian Richard W. Kaeuper posits a target audience of knights. 
Chivalry and Violence in Medieval Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 32.
 ̂Juan Luis Vives, cited by Jennifer Fellows. 'Bevis redivivus: the Printed Editions o f Sir Bevis o f  

Hampton', in Romance Reading on the Book: Essays on Medieval Narrative Presented to Maldwyn 
Mills, ed. Jennifer Fellows, Rosalind Field et al. (Cardiff: University o f Wales Press, 1996), 259. 
Leland’s complaint, cited by Ritson, that he had to ‘shake off the dust and cobwebs of Abingdon 
library’ suggests that the monks may also never have touched good books.
’’ J. A. Burrow regards Sir Thopas less as caricature than ‘cartoon’ o f the felicities and infelicities of 
hacks as well as ‘true poets’, including Chaucer him self Ricardian Poetry (London, 1971; reprinted 
Penguin Books, 1992), 14ff When the Host dismisses ‘Chaucer’s’ contribution to the story-telling as 
‘nat worth a toord!’ (Thop, 930), he is quoting, perhaps not unconsciously, as L. H. Loomis observes, 
from Guy o f  Warwick (Caius 3704). ‘Chaucer and the Auchinleck MS: Thopas and Guy o f  Warwick', in 
Essays and Studies in Honor o f  Carleton Brown (New York: New York University Press, 1940), 128. 
Many o f the humorous devices are used elsewhere by Chaucer ‘in all seriousness’. Dieter Mehl, The 
Middle English Romances o f  the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries (London: Routledge, 1969), 256. 
* Caroline Strong, ‘History and Relations of the Tail-Rhyme Strophe in Latin, French and English’, 
PMLA 22 (1907), 372. Strong observes that the Stabat Mater is divisible into tail-rhyme strophes, 
although the potency of the rhyme does not acquit the verse of Peter Dronke’s charge o f verbosity and 
repetitiousness. The Medieval Lyric, 3d ed. (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1996), 63. As far as Robert 
Mannyng was concerned, the verse might as well have been dog Latin: he composed the Chronicle o f  
England, he explains, not for his own gratification but for the edification of the ‘lewed’, adding that the 
story would be unintelligible, ‘If it were made in rime couwee, / or in strangere or enterlace’.
Chronicle, ed. Sullens, part 1,11. 83-86. Almost alone among modem scholars, A. C. Spearing salutes 
the ‘technically demanding form’ o f the tail-rhyme stanza. The Medieval Poet as Voyeur: Looking and 
Listening in Medieval Love-Narration (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 106.
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argued plea o f structural mitigation from Susan Wittig, provoking in some readers the 

uncharitable suspicion that she is defending the indefensible."^

Metropolitan culture has not been kind to the perceived provincialism -  the middle 

Englishness -  o f these homely romances. W hether they originated in the ‘East 

Anglian Bible belt’ or in the East Midlands, they were rusticated further to the north 

o f  England, where they languished at least until W ordsworth administered the last 

rites in ‘To a Young Lady’.'® Even the manuscripts are judged by the company they 

keep in codices. The popular romances appear most often in miscellanies, seldom with 

scholarly or scientific works: only the courtliest consort with the triumvirate o f 

Chaucer, Lydgate and G ower." Moreover, Chaucer’s decision to assign the romances 

in the Canterbury Tales to members o f the rising gentry -  the Knight, the Franklin, the

Wife o f Bath, and indeed to himself, a civil servant -  seems largely responsible for the

12
taint o f bourgeois culture that has clung to them ever since. In a cavalier essay on

the metrical romances, John Finlayson characterises the bourgeois as ‘a class whose 

social pretensions and desires impel them to imitate their social superiors’, but whose 

coarseness renders them incapable o f distinguishing between core values and codes o f 

conduct.'^ This misprision o f  manners is invariably a bourgeois offence against 

courtly society; the labouring class is manifestly too artless to be misunderstood.

Susan Wittig, Stylistic and Narrative Structures in the M iddle English Romances (Austin, Tex.: 
University o f  Texas Press, 1978); further support is offered by Carol Fewster, Traditionality and Genre 
in M iddle English Romance (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1987).

The East Anglian provenance was first proposed by A. McI. Trounce, ‘The English Tail-Rhyme 
Romances’, Medium Aevum  1 (1932): 87-108, 168-82; 2 (1933): 34-57, 189-98; 3 (1934): 30-50. The 
‘Bible belt’ belongs to John B. Beston, ‘How Much Was Known o f  the Breton Lai in Fourteenth- 
Century England?’ in The Learned and the Lewed: Studies in Chaucer and M edieval Literature, ed. 
Larry. D. Benson (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1974), 321. Caroline Strong suggested 
the Wordsworth connection in ‘History and Relations’. The most northerly sightings o f  late medieval 
tail-rhyme is Dunbar’s ‘Dance o f the Seven Deidly Sins’ and parts -  albeit only the vicious parts -  o f  
Lindsay’s Ane Satyre o f  the Thrie Estaitis.
'' Gisela Guddat-Figge, Catalogue o f  Manuscripts Containing Middle English Romances (Munich: 
Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1976). Sir Degrevant, for instance, is found in CUL MS Ff. 1.6, the Findem 
anthology, alongside the three literary heavyweights.

Harriet E. Hudson, ‘Toward a Theory o f  Popular Literature: The Case o f  the Middle English Popular 
Rom ances', Journal o f  Popular Culture 23 (1989): 36.

John Finlayson. ‘Definitions o f Middle English Romance’, Chaucer Review  15 (1980): 178.
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Although Derek Pearsall acquits Sir Degrevant o f perpetrating an ‘idealised fantasy’ 

o f upper-class life, he commends Havelok, in part an everyday story o f fishermen, for 

its ‘genuine expression o f popular consciousness’, an idea received with some 

scepticism by John Hirsh, for whom the poet’s real skill lies in his portrayal o f ‘what 

the upper classes liked to think the lower classes thought o f them .’’"̂ Bourgeois poets 

are better advised to write about what they know, or what they think they know best.

Superior French romance, Finlayson alleges, demonstrates its capacity to create a 

society’s values; the debased English product merely reflects existing social 

conditions. His belief in the formative influence o f  prestigious twelfth- and thirteenth- 

century French romance on the ethos o f the age -  that life, in effect, followed art -  

shows a surprising susceptibility to chivalric ideology.'^ In his seminal study o f 

European romance, Erich Auerbach was perhaps the first scholar to identify the 

generic mythopoesis, characterising its image-making as ‘a very rich and pungent 

picture o f the life o f  a single class’. The projections o f  courtly life are moreover 

‘entirely without any basis in political reality. The geographical, economic, and social 

conditions on which they depend are never explained.’'^ Far from being Finlayson’s 

instrument o f  social change, they represent a flight from the encroachment o f materia! 

reality and a regression to legend and fairytale. W ithout labouring the point, Auerbach 

remarks on the coincidence o f  origins o f Chretien de Troyes and the commercial

I 7market economy in Champagne. The representation o f  social conditions, which

Auerbach believes to be deliberately repressed in elitist French romance, and

Derek Pearsall, ‘The Development o f  Middle English Romance’, M ediaeval Studies 27 (1965): 114, 
99. John Hirsh, cited by Susan Crane, Insular Romance: Politics, Faith, and Culture in Anglo-Norman 
and M iddle English Literature (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University o f  California Press, 1986), 45.

Finlayson, ‘Definitions’, 55. It is perhaps another example o f  the attempt to ‘redefine what was best 
in Britain as French (Anglo-Norman)’, traceable to the influential American medieval historian Charles 
Homer Haskins. Paul Freedman and Gabrielle Spiegel, ‘Medievalisms Old and New: The Rediscovery 
o f Alterity in North American Medieval Studies’, American H istorical Review  103 (1998): 685-86.

Erich Auerbach. ‘The Knight Sets Forth’, in Mimesis: The Representation o f  Reality in Western 
Literature, trans. Willard R. Trask (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1953), 131, 133.

Auerbach, Mimesis, 138.
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Finlayson considers the trademark o f bourgeois British copywriters, is precisely the 

quality that makes English romance so rich a repository o f matrimonial matter and 

sentence. Representation is no naive reflection theory -  the nuptial descriptions do not 

supply documentary evidence o f late medieval practice, but they do afford an insight 

into contemporary evaluations o f marriage. Though the narrative commissions are 

consistently informative, the omissions m aybe o f still greater significance.

Discounting the works o f Chaucer, Gower and Malory, one hundred and fourteen 

verse and prose romances are listed in the Manual o f  Writings in Middle English and

I o

described in generic subdivisions. The problem o f classification continues to 

preoccupy scholars, resulting in ever-varying allocations to the catch-all category o f 

miscellaneous romances. If the custom o f assigning texts to one o f Jean Bodel’s Three 

Matters -  to France, Britain and Rome -  has fallen out o f favour, it may be because 

the twelfth-century triad fails to accommodate the late medieval matters o f  England, 

the Orient, Thebes and Troy, or because, in pious Middle English romance, all roads 

lead to Rome. Using marital matter as my criterion, I have eliminated the Alexander 

cycle, the majority o f the Arthurian and English Charlemagne romances, and many o f 

the narratives designated ‘homiletic romance’ or ‘secular hagiography’.'^ My iong- 

list’ o f some two score texts spans the categorical and chronological range; as a rough 

rule, I ascribe ‘early’ romances to the thirteenth century; ‘later’ to the fourteenth, and 

‘late’ to the long fifteenth century.

A Manual o f  the Writings in M iddle English, 1050-1500, ed. J. Burke Severs (New Haven, Conn.: 
The Connecticut Academy o f  Arts and Sciences, 1967), fasc. 1, 13-16.

‘Homiletic romance’ is favoured by Mehl, M iddle English Romances; ‘secular hagiography’ was 
coined by Ojars Kratins, ‘The Middle English Amis and Amiloun: Chivalric Romance or Secular 
Hagiography?’ PMLA 81 (1966): 347-54.

215



Chapter 5

The Making of Marriage in Middle English Romance

An elf-queene wol I love, ywis.
For in this world no womman is 

Worthy to be my make
In towne;

Alle othere wommen I forsake,
And to an elf-queene 1 me take 

By dale and eek by downe!
Chaucer, Sir Thopas

For Middle English romancers 1215 was a propitious year for marriage. The new 

matrimonial regulations decreed by the Fourth Vatican Council reducing the degrees 

o f affinity and requiring the ritual performance in facie ecclesie, as outlined in Chapter 

2, made the process o f marriage at once more accessible and visible than before. In the 

same year, Magna Carta reinstated the long defiinct right of female inheritance. On 

the death of the paterfamilias, in the absence of a male heir, the family fortune no 

longer reverted to the cadet branch o f the family, thereby substantially increasing the 

heiress’s attractions to a single man not in possession of a good fortune, and thus 

greatly in want of a wife. The typical hero o f popular romance is a young knight, 

sometimes in disguise, often an expatriate, occasionally orphaned, and usually 

unmarried. Although some women share the titular credits, only three -  Emare, Le 

Freine and Le Bone Florence, all distressed gentlewomen -  are the eponymous 

subjects of their own story. Several romances begin with a wedding, most end in 

marriage -  even the hero of the homocentric Gamelyn takes a wife as an afterthought, 

though it is hard to know where he found one in his country o f old men -  while the 

union of Bevis and Josian occurs at the midpoint of Beues o f  Hamtoun, with the 

marriage of their sons completing the family saga. Whether or not Guy o f  Warwick is 

hack-work, as Pearsall asserts, and however many hacks may have been involved in
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its composition, the marriage o f Guy and Felice is marked by an abrupt metrical shift 

from couplets to stanzas.'

Home and away marriages appear at first sight to be randomly distributed in the 

romances. Clariodus opens with the marriage abroad o f  the hero’s sister Mandonet, 

providing him with an early opportunity to embark on a series o f adventures en route 

to the celebration, but his own marriage, toward the end o f the romance, takes place 

on his adopted home territory. If  a hero is in line to inherit an earldom or kingdom 

from his father-in-law, he will certainly ensure his right o f succession by marrying in 

the affinal domain, yet there is a high probability o f his becoming an absentee 

landlord and husband. Although, as Felicity Riddy remarks, ‘romance is not a genre 

about boys who stay with their m others’, its errant knights are none the less prey to 

nostalgia for the motherland. Murray Potter speculates that marriages made away 

from the m an’s home are more often envisaged as temporary liaisons;^ but it is 

doubtful that the Church would regard as marriage the rape o f  a virgin, in Sir Degare, 

by a self-proclaimed fairy knight -  ‘Thou best mi lemman ar thou go, / Wether the 

liketh wel or w o’”* -  or the brief encounter o f the fair Sereyne and the unhappily 

married father o f Generides, on which the narrator declines to pass judgement:

And what plesure they hadde as for y‘ nyght,
Peraventure full good, who so it wist,
I canne not saye, deme ye as ye list.^

' Pearsall, ‘Development’, 99.
‘ Felicity Riddy, ‘Middle English Romance: Family, Marriage, Intimacy’, in The Cambridge 
Companion to M edieval Romance, ed. Roberta L. Krueger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 239.

Murray A. Potter, Sohrab and Rustem. The Epic Theme o f  Combat between Father and Son: A Study 
o f  Its Genesis and Use in Literature and Popular Tradition (London, 1902), 98.
 ̂Sir Degare, in The M iddle English Breton Lays, ed. Aime Laskaya and Eve Salisbury (Kalamazoo, 

Mich.: Medieval Institute Publications, 2001), 11. 107-8. When John Stow’s library o f ‘unlawfull 
bookes’ was searched in 1569 by order o f  the Bishop o f  London, the merchant tailor’s ‘catholic’ taste in 
literature was used in evidence against him. The catalogue description includes ‘a great store o f  folishe 
fabulous bokes o f  old prynt as o f  Sir Degory, Sir Tryamore’ and other ‘old fantasticall popish books 
printed in the old type’. Cited by Wheatley, introduction to Stow’s Sur\<ey, ix.
 ̂ Generydes: A Romance in Seven-Line Stanzas, ed. W. Aldis Wright, EETS o.s. 55 and 70 (London, 
1873-78), 11. 152-54. The narrator does, however, judge and acquit Generides and his lemman o f  any 
misdemeanour: ‘That nyght they were to geder as I rede / Nor sownyng to [no] villany ne shame, / In
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In each case the marriage is not formally celebrated until the child conceived on that 

occasion has reached adulthood and the parents the age o f discretion.

Romance is essentially a comic genre in which the foundation or continuation o f 

the dynasty is assured by the hero’s union or reunion with his spouse. The success o f 

the marriage is most often measured by the number o f offspring. It is difficult to say 

how many is too many -  fifteen for Havelok and Goldeborw:

Hwarof J)e sones were kinges alle -  
So wolde God it sholde bifalle, -  
And {)e douhtres alle quenes:

(2980-82)

and for the Erie o f Toulous, who succeeded to the Emperor’s throne as well as his 

wife, the same number -  but as a rough rule, only as many as there are kingdoms or 

earldoms to bestow. The Sir Eger o f the Percy Folio Eger and Grime, who had won 

his wife by subterfuge, and who, in the Huntington version, lost her for the same 

reason, might have needed to expropriate several more large landowners in order to 

secure the future o f  his fifteen children. In keeping with romance demography, ‘ 10 o f 

them were sonnes wight / And 5 daughters fayre in sight’.̂  Male births outnumber 

females by approximately two to one; while she herself typically has no siblings, the 

romance heroine never produces her narrative clone. An abandoned or exiled 

primagravida, as in Emare, Sir Eglamour o f  Artois, Sir Tryamour, though

grete pleasure and in all goodlyhede; / She made hym chere and he dede hir y*̂  same, / In feithfull wise 
withoute spotte or blame, / Anone with all withoute spotte or evill fame bothe; / Whanne it was day, 
though thei were neuer so loth’ (6338-44).
* Cited from the Percy Folio text o f  Eger and Grime, in M iddle English M etrical Romances, ed. French 
and Hale, 11. 1455-56. The Huntington-Laing text o f  The History o f  Sir Eger, Sir Grahame and Sir 
Gray Steill is reproduced in Early Scottish M etrical Tales, ed. David Laing (London and Glasgow, 
1889; reprint, Kessinger, n.d.). Historical gentry marriages were rarely so fruitful. In Acheson’s survey 
o f fifteenth-century Leicestershire families, for instance, only 22 percent produced more than 5 
children. A Gentry Community, 146.
 ̂The sole counter-example occurs in Helyas, the Knight o f  the Swan, where a single daughter is bom to 

the heroic couple. Fidelity to an invented tradition demands the birth o f the matriarch Ydaine in this 
fictitious biography o f  Godfrey, Baldwin and Eustace o f  Boulogne. Brothers appear to be the privilege 
o f dowagers and Saracen princesses. Apart from Le Freine, a female twin separated at birth, only 
supernatural heroines enjoy the benefit o f sisters.
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encumbered with sorrows, suffers the loss of neither beauty nor mobility; she is

Q

certain to give birth to boy. In Sir Degare, the fairy rapist even leaves his lemman a 

coming-of-age gift for their unborn son: ‘Siker ich wot hit worht a knave; / Forthi mi 

swerd thou sschalt have’ (117-18). The unnamed knight may be a fairy, but he 

inhabits the virtual world o f romance, which, though lagging some way behind the 

real world of Magna Carta, is still far removed from Auerbach’s escapist fiction.^ In 

romance, only a son can reclaim the patrimony, whereas in fairy tales, as Margaret 

Schlauch astutely observes, the birth of daughters is never a cause for alarm.

However many children the hero fathers, he will always engender more than his

fellows; Eger’s alter ego, the valiant Grime, who slew the giant Graysteele on his

behalf, is rewarded with a slightly higher ratio o f seven sons to three daughters; and

his brother Pallyas, a prudent two sons out of three. The narrators do not tell us

whether the multiparous heroines were happy to be in a permanent state of lactation -

the frequency of conception suggests that they may well have given the baby to a wet-

nurse. Caxton, however, makes it clear that he has digested the Church’s teaching on

the moral superiority of the mother’s own milk. Though Blanchardyn, the long-

awaited only child o f the Frisian king and queen was put out to a noblewoman,

but well ye knowe that he was not hadde sore ferre from the kynge his fadre, 
nor fro the quene his modre / For neuer daye nor owre the childe blanchardyn 
toke noo fode o f none others brestis, but all onely of the quene his modres 
owne brestis.''

* Thus Bartholomaeus Anglicus, citing Aristotle and Constantine as his sources, claims: ‘|je moder is 
less igreued if  she goo with a knaue childe }jan if  sche go wi{) a maiden childe, an so mo faire o f  colour 
and li3t o f  meuynge’. On the Properties o f  Things: John Trevisa’s Translation q/'De Proprietatibus 
Rerum, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), Book 6, chapter 7, 303. But Bartholomaeus also 
maintains that ‘l̂ e more woo and sorwe a womman hath in trauaile o f  childe, jje more heo loueth Jjat 
childe whenne he [sic] is ibore, and kepijD hym, and fedi|D and norischi})... and cherischij)’.
’ In late medieval genealogy, according to J. R. Lander, baronial descent through the male line rarely 
survived the third generation. ‘Marriage and Politics’, 148.

Margaret Schlauch, C haucer’s Constance and Accused Queens (New York, 1927; reprint, AMS, 
1973), 74.
*' Caxton's Blanchardyn and Eglantyne, ed. Leon Kellner, EETS e.s. 58 (London, 1890), 13. In 
Caxton’s proximate source, the fifteenth-century French prose version o f  the thirteenth-century verse 
romance Blancandin, this passage occurs in chapter 1 o f  Vienna, Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek
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If twins are bom  prematurely, as in Beues, Octavian, Torrent o f Portyngale, 

Valentine and Orson, and carelessly left in a cave or beneath a bush, they are certain

1 9
to be seized by marauding birds and beasts. Although the life expectancy o f  romance 

twins is high, parental trauma ensures no more births to a troubled marriage. Whether 

the reduced fertility is achieved by divine will or human intervention is debatable, but 

the late fourteenth-century Sir Degrevant describes an intriguing premarital practice:

Thai lay doun in ther bede,
In ryche clothus was spred.
Wytte ye wel or thei wer wed 

Thei synnyd nat thare.'^

Previous editors o f  the text have cited this passage as evidence o f  ‘bundling’, the 

reliance on clothing rather than self-restraint to inhibit conception: a case o f  si non 

caste, tamen caiite}'^ Since it was customary to sleep naked, we may infer that the 

sinless couple remained as decorously draped as the bed. When Degrevant and 

Melidor can safely divest themselves o f  their own ‘ryche clothus’, they produce seven

MS 3438, but not in BR MS 3576-3577. Blancandin el I'O rgueilleuse d ’amours: versioni in prosa del 
X V seco lo , ed. Rosa Anna Greco (Alessandria: Edizioni dell’Orso, 2002). Jacobus de Voragine recounts 
that St Bernard’s mother, the saintly Aleth, ‘did not allow  her babies to be nursed by other women: it 
was as though she wished, with her milk, somehow to infuse them with her own goodness’. Golden 
Legend, trans. Ryan, II, 98. The unsaintly Sereyne despatched her son to a wetnurse. Thirteenth-century 
English pastoral manuals, most notably Thomas o f  C hobham ’s, excoriated such unnatural behaviour 
and imposed a heavy penance for killing a baby with unkindness by feeding it corrupt milk. ‘P. P. A. 
Biller, ‘M arriage Patterns and W om en’s Lives: A Sketch o f  a Pastoral G eography’, in Women in 
M edieval Society, ed. Goldberg, 81.
'■ Life sometimes followed art. In M anchester Cathedral, a late fifteenth-century stall end and 
m isericord illustrate the legend o f  Sir Thomas Lathom, said to have been seized in infancy by an eagle 
and retrieved from its nest. Christa Grossinger, The World Upside-Down: English M isericords 
(London: Harvey M iller, 1997), 75 and pi. 113; another misericord portrays an ape -  a notorious 
babysnatcher -  with a swaddled infant it has kidnapped from its m other (pi. 145).

Sir Degrevant, in Sentim ental and Humorous Romances, ed. Erik Kooper (Kalamazoo, Mich.: 
M edieval Institute Publications, 2006), 11. 1557-60.
''' I.e., ‘if  you can’t be good be careful’. Biller, ‘B irth-C ontrol’, 17. In his textual notes J. O. Halliwell 
refers cryptically to the ‘W elsh fashion o f  courting’. The Thornton Romances (London: Camden 
Society, 1844). Potter records Dutch and German exam ples o f  such ‘practical sleeping arrangem ents’. 
Sohrah and Rustem, 135. John J. Thompson believes that the internal evidence o f  the poet’s familiarity 
with sophisticated courtly details (and the couple’s fam iliarity with primitive birth control) accounts for 
its inclusion in the Findem  MS. ‘Collecting M iddle English Rom ances and Some Related Book- 
Production Activities in the Later M iddle A ges’, in Rom ance in M edieval England, ed. M aldwyn Mills, 
Jennifer Fellows and Carol M. M eale (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1991), 33-34. The names o f  several 
women in the Findem m anuscript suggest possible female ownership.
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children, with the wife predeceasing her husband after thirty years o f married Hfe. 

Degrevant then seises his heir before leaving for a final tour o f duty in the Holy Land, 

having fiilfilled his paternal role. Romance heroes are required to live only until their 

offspring attain adulthood. The regencies o f  Richard II and Henry VI, and the 

premature death o f  Edward IV, were a salutary reminder to their subjects o f the 

improvidence o f  dying before one’s dependants.

Degrevant’s death at Jaffa elicits no mention o f ceremony; the narrator merely 

recalls with exaggerated respect the magnanimity o f  the deceased and his unstinting 

hospitality.'^ Rarely, however, does a romance wedding escape comment, even if  it is 

only the generic commonplace that the sheer splendour o f the spectacle defies 

description,'^ whether the bridal gowns in the triple wedding in William o f  Palerne: 

‘o f here atir for to telle to badde is my witte, / for alle Ipe men upon mold ne mi3t it 

descrive,’ or the gourmet fare that delighted the poet and bon viveur o f Degrevant:

I knewe nevere man so wys 
That couth tell the servise 
Ne scrye the metys o f  prys 

Was servyd in that sale.
(1873-76)

In a salient example o f  occupatio, the Clariodus-poet interrupts his eighty-line 

excursus on wedding preparations at the palace: ‘It wer prolikis, and long o f

1 Rcircumstancis / To tell all haill the royall ordinancis’. Although the accounts o f 

nuptial etiquette may run to scores o f lines, the narratives are strangely reticent on the 

actual ceremony. We see only snapshots o f the process o f  marriage, from the terse

As Felicity Heal remarks, ‘the English elite had once derived their reputation partly from their 
generosity as hosts’. She surmises that this tradition o f  liberal entertainment helped to consolidate their 
political power. ‘The Idea o f  Hospitality in Early Modem England’, Past and Present 102 (1984): 67.

The wedding guests may also have been dumbstruck: .1. R. l ander notes that ‘the silence which the 
English maintained at banquets was notorious amongst foreign visitors’. ‘Marriage and Politics’, 142.

William o f  Palerne: An Alliterative Romance, ed. G. H. V. Bunt (Groningen, 1985), 11. 5024-25.
Clariodus: A M etrical Romance, ed. David Irving (Edinburgh, 1830; reprint. New York: AMS Press, 

n.d.). Book 5,11. 127-28.
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two-line despatch o f Dame Ragnell to the punctilious attention to procedure in the 

Romans o f  Partenay. Here, Melusine, who has yet to identify herself to her intended 

husband, instructs him to return on the appointed day with witnesses to legitimise their 

union. Theirs is to be no clandestine marriage:

we faute that we shold haue,
Raymond, all other wyse we moste do craue,

Iff we shall do to plesaunce honestly;
you behouith to trauel and haue pain 

So that peple ye moste bryng redy,
Which o f thys acte may haue conisaunce plain.

The wedding duly takes place ‘vppon monday’ (821) in the still afforested Lusignen 

demesne, in a chapel prefiguring the Gothic splendour o f  M elusine’s projected 

castle;^**

Wei apparailled was it, hie and has.
With riche iewelles stuffed manyon;
What wold ye shold say? fresh was enuiron.

(927-29)

What the narrator says is that the bride, as ‘freshly atired rychely and ful w el’ (935) as 

her surroundings, enters the chapel; that the mass is conducted, a little indecorously 

perhaps, with ‘ful gret mynstracy; / Both hye and bas instrumentes sondry’ (9 4 4 ^ 5 ); 

and that there follows a lavish reception in the pavilion, jousting, vespers, supper, 

dancing, and a venerable latecomer:

Forsoth A Bisshop which that tyme ther was 
Signed and blissid the bedde holyly;

The Romans o f  Partenay, ed. Walter W. Skeat, EETS o.s. 22 (London, 1866; reprint. Adamant Media 
Corporation, 2005), II. 797-802.

Jacques Le G off demythologises Melusine by pointing to the ‘historical aspect and an economic 
conjuncture: land clearing and construction’, designating her ‘the fairy o f  medieval economic growth’. 
‘Melusina: Mother and Pioneer’, in Time, Work, and Culture in the Middle Ages, trans. Arthur 
Goldhammer (Chicago and London: University o f  Chicago Press, 1980), 219. In popular tradition 
Monday and Tuesday were considered the most propitious days for marriage. The Chantilly MS o f the 
fifteenth-century Evangiles des Quenouilles cautions above all against Thursday. The D istaff Gospels, 
trans, and ed. Madeleine Jeay and Kathleen Garay (Toronto: Broadview Editions, 2006), 258.
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‘In nomine dei’ so said in that place;
After fi-o thens departed hastily,
For the ceason late le[n]ger to tary.

( 1009- 13)

What he does not say is that the couple exchanged their vows o f  consent in the 

presence o f a priest. The opportune arrival and hasty departure o f  the Bishop after 

performing the canonically unnecessary blessing o f  the bed is all the more notable in 

view o f the conspicuous lack o f clerical assistance at the mass. The narrator’s

reverential silence on the sacrament contrasts with his society columnist’s relish for

21the guest list and especially the wine list. The gastronome’s enthusiasm for the table

22d ’hote is generously indulged in nuptial ecphrasis. In place o f the epic topos, ‘I

23bring things never said before’, romance faithfiilly reproduces the traditional feast, 

unctuous in its praise o f the legendary magnificence.^'* The official wedding breakfast 

may have overtaxed the Degrevant-^oeX’’s, ingenuity, but his powers o f portrayal 

remain undaunted by the rere- supper Melidor produced for her betrothed before they 

‘bundled’ in bed: soft white bread, a whole side o f boar, haslets in galantine, plovers 

in pastry, plump young rabbits, pheasants and curlew, and the usual selection o f  fine 

wines. Perhaps the heavy feast was as good as abstinence in ensuring that ‘thai synnyd

The sacrament has perhaps been conferred on the feast in which, as Robert Epstein notes, the ritual 
meal becomes the secular mass. ‘Eating Their Words: Food and Text in the Coronation Banquet of 
Henry VI’, Journal o f  Medieval and Early Modern Studies 36 (2006): 366. Imported wine, in any 
quantity, remained the privileged ‘domaine’ of the wealthy; most medieval English men and women 
drank home-produced ale. Heather Swanson, Medieval Artisans: An Urban Class in Late Medieval 
England (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989), 21.

Thus a medieval French proverb observes o f the glutton (goullart): ‘Se quelq’ung femme epouse / II 
aime beaucoup mieulx / Les nopces que I’espouse’. Grace Frank and Dorothy Miner, Proverhes en 
Rimes: Text and Illustrations o f  the Fifteenth-Century from  a French Manuscript in the Walters Art 
Gallery, Baltimore (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1937), no. 85.

Ernst Robert Curtius, European Literature in the Latin Middle Ages, trans. Willard R. Trask 
(Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1953), 85-86.

Indulging trenchermen was apparently de rigueur for villeins in some parts o f the England. In 1294, 
Robert Juwel o f Wistow, Hunts was fined 12c? for his failure to honour the custom of providing a meal 
for ‘all the servants of the Court o f Wistow’ on his wedding day. Homans, English Villagers, 173. In 
wedding feast literature the most conspicuous celebration o f consumption occurs in the Old French 
Flamenca, where, by royal ordinance, the palace caters for the compulsory attendance of thousands for 
fifteen days o f obligatory feasting. The Romance o f  Flamenca, ed. and trans. E. D. Blodgett (New 
York: Garland Publishing, 1995), 11. 483ff
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nat thare’. Though the time o f  year is rarely specified and the phase o f the moon 

ignored,"^ the narrative invariably mentions the duration o f the feast, normally 

fourteen or forty days; a modest five in Horn Childe.

In Anglo-Norman romance, even marriage feasts connote gentlemen’s clubs in 

which women appear only as cupbearers. The impression o f female exclusion 

persists in many o f the Middle English texts. Although the attendance at weddings is 

rarely by invitation only in Eger and Grime and The Squyr o f  Lowe Degre are 

formal requests issued for the pleasure o f distinguished company: news o f  society 

weddings is transmitted telepathically -  several still seem to be all-male affairs. 

Eglamour ‘prayd the lordys all’ to return with him to Artois, ‘at his bredale to be’, and 

they took him at his word: ‘There was mony a lord o f pride, / Kyngus led hyre on 

every side’.̂  ̂And in the southern Octavian:

Noman may telle yn tale 
t>e peple J5at was at t>at bredale.
O f kyngys, dukes & prynces fale,

29Erlles and baroun;

The descriptions generally imply ‘a somers day’, as in the Edinburgh, MS Advocates 19.2.1 Guy o f  
Warwick (Auchinleck, st. 20). In the Cambridge, MS Caius 107,1. 7389, we read that ‘it was in may in 
somers tyde’ when, at the end of the fortnight’s feast, the hero has second thoughts about his marriage. 
The Romance o f  Guy o f  Warwick, ed. Julius Zupitza, EETS e.s. 42, 49, 59 (1883-91; reprint, Oxford, 
1966). Citing Old French literary precedent, F. L. Critchlow claims that the belief ‘that May was an ill- 
omened month for a marriage seems. ..to have been only a popular idea of the lower classes during the 
Middle Ages’. ‘On the Forms of Betrothal and Wedding Ceremonies in the Old French Romans 
d’Aventures’, Modern Philology 2 (1905): 528. From the evidence of merchet paid in the manorial 
courts studied by Razi, May seems to have been exceeded only by October as the most popular month 
in the agrarian calendar year for the marriage o f customary tenants. Life, Marriage and Death, 152-53. 
The English Church denounced the allegedly common practice o f celebrating marriages only when the 
moon was waxing {Nolunt enim matrimonia contrahere nisi crescente luna, nec introitum nove domus 
soUempnizare). Synodal Statutes o f Worcerster II (1229). Powicke and Cheney, Councils and Synods, 
179.

See Judith Weiss, ‘The Power and Weakness o f Women in Anglo-Norman Romance’, in Women and 
Literature in Britain, 1150-1500, ed. Carol M. Meale, 2d edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1996), 11.

The historical gentry seem, however, to have set limits to their largesse. Bartholomew Villers agreed 
with his daughter’s future father-in-law that he would foot the bill for the wedding feast, ‘provided that 
only such as were named by Bartholomew should come’. Acheson, A Gentry Community, 167.

Sir Eglamour o f  Artois, in Four Middle English Romances, ed. Harriet Hudson (Kalamazoo, Mich.: 
Medieval Institute Publications, 1996), 11. 1275-77, 1293-94.

Octouian Imperator, ed. Frances McSparran (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1979), 11. 55-58.
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At the end o f the forty-day feast, ‘Hy token leue for to wende; / Ech lord to hys owene 

ken[d]e’ (86-87). The familiarity o f  weddings seems to breed contempt for women.

The loathliest o f  ladies, Dame Ragnell, was not at all loath to admit women to her 

wedding, engaging in positive discrimination in favour o f female attendance at her 

forthcoming nuptials by ordering a public proclamation:

Bothe in town and in borrowe.
Alle the ladies nowe o f  the lond,
She let cry to com to hand 
To kepe that bridalle thorowe.^^

But the ungracious narrator is no less anxious than his guests to skip the ceremony: 

‘For to make a short conclusion, / When she was weddid, they hyed theim home; / To 

mete alle they went’ (598-600). The account o f  the grotesque wedding o f ‘so foulle a 

sowe’ (597) to the good Sir Gawain, offers a variation on the theme o f conspicuous 

consumption: the bride’s prodigious appetite, and the exorbitant cost o f her attire. Her 

dress is portrayed as if  it were literally made o f money: ‘Her arrayment was worthe 

three thousand mark / O f good red nobles stiff and stark’ (592-93). Either the bridal 

gown was diaphanous or Raymond’s friends and relatives are more discerning: when 

they see the fair Melusine freshly attired, they marvel at her person, ‘Sayng, “it was 

noght no humayn body lyke, / But more better semed a thyng angell-lyke’” {Partenay, 

937-38). The angelically veiled simile projects onto the imperceptibly non-virginal 

bride the spectral property o f  whiteness. Strangely, in this surfeit o f nuptial trivia, only 

the Clariodus-x>OQ\ confirms the conventional colour o f bridal wear.^'

Awed descriptions o f the church decor, the ambience -  the jouissance -  are 

pleasing distractions from the serious business o f marriage, which canon law required

The Wedding o f  Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnell, in M iddle English Verse Romances, ed. Donald B. 
Sands (Exeter: University o f  Exeter Press, 1986), 11. 559-62.

Meliades ‘was in ane kirtill o f  cloath o f  gold beseine / O f quhyte culloure’. Clariodus 5,11. 684-85. 
Critchlow finds no instances o f  white bridal gowns in French Romance. ‘Forms o f  Betrothal’, 519.
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32to be conducted in facie  ecclesie. The church is nevertheless barely discernible as the 

scenic backdrop in these wedding snapshots, and there is little sense o f  sacred space. 

Only in William o f  Palerne is the precinct denoted by its patron saint, presumably 

because the arranged marriage is to be celebrated not in the customary parish church 

but in St Peter’s, Rome, the most prestigious church in Christendom. The focal point 

o f the faQade is more likely to feature in an account o f an aborted marriage. In Guy o f  

Warwick the hero gallops to the rescue o f  the lady Oisel, keeping his promise to 

intercept Duke Otous:

And or he come to the Chirche yate 
O f other thinges he shalle lakke:
His hede fro the body shall flee 
And forthe the lede y shall with me.^^

There is, however, one instance o f the prominent use o f the portal. Several critics 

have commented on the ‘almost obsessive attention to legal and fiscal matters’ in Sir 

Degrevant;^"^ one characterises Melidor as ‘a bit o f  a shrew’ who bullies her father; 

but few have appreciated the significance o f her wedding arrangements:

And the ryche emperour 
Gaff hur at the kyrkedor.
With worship and honour.

As for hys owne frend;
And sew gold in that stonde.
Well a thowsand pounde.
Lay glyteryng in the gronde 

By the way as thei wende.
( 1849- 56)

The narrator o f  Partonope ofB lo is  mentions explicitly that that the hero was christened ‘o f  his 
godfader atte the churche-dore’ (1. 505), but the portal does not feature in the wedding ecphrasis. The 
Middle-English Versions o f  Partonope ofB lois, ed. A. Trampe Bodtker. EETS e.s 109 (London, 1912; 
reprint. Adamant Media Corporation, 2005).

Caius 11. 6311-14. In Caius, he takes the Duke’s life but not his head; in Auchinleck he takes both.
Arlyn Diamond, "Sir Degrevant: What Lovers Want’, in Pulp Fictions o f  M edieval England: Essays 

in Popular Romance, ed. Nicola McDonald (Manchester; Manchester University Press, 2004), 86.
Laura Hibbard Loomis, M ediaeval Romance in England: A Study o f  the Sources and Analogues o f  

the Non-Cyclic M etrical Romances (New York, 1924; reprint, Burt Franklin, 1969), 309.
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Following a ceremony conducted by a cardinal, Melidor is given away at the church 

door not by her ‘bullied’ father the Earl but by the Emperor; with friends like these, 

wealth to fritter, and the foresight to insure her endowment, it looks as if  the bride will 

continue to enjoy the lifestyle to which she has long been accustomed.

In her investigation o f  marriage contracts in medieval and early modem literature, 

Kathryn Jacobs posits a correlation between the type o f ceremony in the Canterbury 

Tales and the w ife’s future welfare. Those brides whose marriages are celebrated 

openly and honestly at the church door, like the Wife o f  Bath, or at the altar, like May,

- i n

in the M erchant’s Tale, do not become victims o f marital injustice. ‘Wikked wyves’, 

it seems, have the good sense to eliminate the possibility o f being either repudiated or 

dispossessed. If patient Griselda had been properly endowed, Walter would not have 

found it so easy to turn her out o f the house with only ‘swich a smok as [she] was 

wont to were’ {CIT 886). M elidor’s maid has already displayed exemplary prudence in 

obtaining, in addition to ‘an hundred pownd worth o f land’ (Degrevant, 974), the 

charter to prove her entitlement.

Romance heroes, o f course, prefer to settle their claims out o f  the consistory court, 

by tournament not testament, and heroines are more likely to plight their troth with 

amulets and infallible swords than with annuli and small change. Deserting lovers 

sometimes leave rings and tokens, more as souvenirs than metonyms o f  marriage, and

Colin Richmond attributes the increasing construction o f  church porches in fifteenth-century England 
to accommodate the compatible concerns o f  spiritual accountability and temporal accountancy. 
Churches, he believes, were becoming overcrowded with saints and images, leaving little room for the 
transaction o f  any other business. ‘Religion’, in Fifteenth-Century Attitudes: Perceptions o f  Society in 
Late M edieval England, ed. Rosemary Horrox (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 185. In 
addition to commercial transactions, church porches were also appropriated for proclamations refused 
by the town crier. Countless anonymous and sometimes seditious appeals to the citizenry were nailed, 
like Luther’s theses, to medieval church doors and ‘various other places in the realm where people 
gathered together’. Re John Whitelock et al. (1413), in Select Cases in the Court o f  K in g ’s Bench under 
Richard II, Henry IV and Henry V, vol. 7, ed. G. O. Sayles, Selden Society, vol. 88 (London: Bernard 
Quaritch, 1971), 212/213.

Kathryn Jacobs, M arriage Contracts from  Chaucer to the Renaissance Stage (Gainesville: University 
o f Florida Press, 2001), 29.
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the gap in the narrative allows the sacrament to occur by auto-suggestion. Only Oisel, 

the church-door escape artiste, had the shrewdness to plight her troth with Tirri, as her 

beloved records, ‘bi letters sche sent to me, / & bi toknes t>at wer so fre’ {Guy,

■50

Auchinleck 4591-92). But many o f the disputes differ little from the cause paper 

presentments cited in Chapter 2. What Loomis derided as the author’s ‘unhappy 

genius for the concrete and trivial’ in Horn Childe -  including an incident o f  domestic 

violence discussed below -  turns out to be a rich source o f interpretive material.

As in several o f the contested cases that came to the consistory courts, the 

marriage o f  Horn Childe and Rimnild appears to have been made in bed: ‘Horn, |)at 

hadde hir treu|3e pli3t, / Wedded hir |)at ich niSt’.'*® The earlier troth-plighting may 

have been unilaterally declared: we have only Rim nild’s word that already ‘treu}?e 

pli3t er w e’ (1024). Horn seems happy enough to accept her valuable gifts o f hawk 

and hounds, horse and tack, an ivory horn, trusty sword and magic ring -  which might 

be construed in court as evidence o f good faith -  but gives her in return only the 

gratuitous advice that during his absence she should check for his reflection in a 

nearby well to gauge the level o f his constancy. Having been falsely accused o f 

seducing Rimnild -  the narrator assures us that ‘Horn hadde nou3t hir maidenhede, / 

Bot in word & }?ou3t’ (503-4) -  he is recalled from his septennial exile by the 

changing colour o f the mood ring she had given him on his departure:

When }5e ston wexe}? wan,
J)an chaungej) J)e }Dou3t o f  JdI leman.

Take f)an a newe;
When the ston wexej? rede,
{lan haue Y lorn mi maidenhed,

03aines {)e vntrewe.
(571-76)

In Generydes, Lucidas responds to an orally delivered message from her suitor: ‘Ryng ne Writeng, as 
I remember canne, / 1 neuer yet reseyuyd o f noo gentilman’ (11. 5076-77).

Loomis, M ediaeval Romance, 97.
Horn Childe and Maiden Rimnild, ed. Maldwyn Mills, (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1988), 11. 1108-9. 

The romance survives only in the Auchinleck MS.
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The narrator omits to mention the stone’s current hue. Horn arrives in disguise on the 

very day that Rimnild is to be given in marriage to King Moioun, and makes his 

presence known at the feast where, according to the law of the land, ‘Jie bride schuld, 

j3e first day, / Seruen atte mete’ (974-75). Rimnild insists that ‘Moioun King schal 

neuer spede / Forto haue mi maidenhede’ (1018-19), and indeed the pretender is 

disappointed that day. A tournament is normally a three-day event, but Horn is 

precipitously awarded the prize o f the swan -  and the maiden -  leaving Moioun 

without the consolation o f a wife and the winner to claim all, and ‘al opon a day’:”*'

Now is Rimnild tviis wedde,
Horn brou3t hir to his bedde;

Houlac King gan say,
‘Half mi lond ichil jje 3iue 
WiJ? mi dou3ter while Y Hue,

& al after mi day.’
(1111-16)

O f particular interest is the ambiguous statement that Rimnild is ‘tviis wedde’. 

There is no mention of any ceremony: the prelates in attendance -  ‘{̂ e bischopes 

[who] had grace yseyd’ (965) have not been called upon to officiate at Moioun’s 

marriage, or indeed at Horn’s ‘J?at ich ni3t’. If the first wedding is the clandestine 

betrothal, the second is the incontestable bedding. Despite the geographical shift in 

emphasis from the continental crossings in King Horn (c.l225) to the two-way traffic 

across the Irish Sea in Horn Childe (c. 1320), the gift-giving by the English King 

Houlac, on the morning after the deflowering of his daughter, suggests assimilation 

rather than substitution of Germanic morgengabe and faderfio by Roman Catholic 

endowment, and indeed o f the vestigial belief that coitus makes the marriage.'*^

It is unclear, in M ills’s text, whether 1. 1110 ‘And, al opon a day’ qualifies the two preceding lines 
cited above (n. 40) or 11, 111 1-16. Ritson’s punctuation (in Goldsmid) -  he places a full stop after this 
line -  implies that the troth-plighting and the wedding took place ‘al opon a day’.

Faderfio, as the name implies, was the father’s ‘leaving home gift’ to his daughter on her marriage. 
Hughes, ‘From Brideprice to Dowry’, 272; Goody, Development o f  the Family, 248, 256.
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Although the Horn Childe narrator appears to favour the coital theory o f marriage-

formation, he defers the consummation until the appropriate occasion. The earlier

King Horn, though in many ways canonically more correct, leaves open the question

o f Rymenhild’s virginity. The heroine seems determined to surrender it to Horn,

whether he likes it or not:

‘Horn,’ heo sede, ‘wijDute strif, 
f>u schalt haue me to l̂ i w if 
Horn, haue o f  me rew}?e.
And plist me t>i trewj^e.’"*̂

She makes him two such offers which he courteously declines; but having used her 

good offices to attain his heart’s desire -  his knighthood -  he no longer considers 

him self unworthy o f the conferral:

I schal me make |)in owe 
To holden and to knowe 
For euerech ojjere wi3te,
And l^arto mi treuj?e i Ĵ e pli3te.

(669-72)

Despite this unequivocal enunciation o f fiature consent, it is unclear at what point in 

the narrative he keeps his promise ‘to holden and to knowe’ her; at what point the 

betrothal becomes a de facto  marriage recognised by canon law. When the evil 

steward betrays the lovers, the narrator does not protest their innocence. Horn spends 

his seven-year exile in Ireland, in the service o f  King Thurston, winning the offer o f 

his daughter Reynild to wife, a proposal that he graciously defers until the end o f his 

sentence:

Wanne hit is wente,
Sire King, 3ef me mi rente:
Whanne i \>i doBter Seme,
Ne schaltu me hire weme

(913-16)

King Horn, in M iddle English M etrical Romances, ed. French and Hale, 11, 407-10.
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Once again he is traduced, not by an evil steward on this occasion but by an 

unscrupulous scholar in a plot summary: ‘Horn declines, but he remains in the king’s 

service for six more years and enjoys Reynild at his pleasure’.'*'̂  Summoned home by 

a messenger rather than a magic ring, he hears from a pilgrim the unwelcome news:

I come fram o brudale;
Ihc was at o wedding 
O f a maide Rymenhild:
Ne mi3te heo adri3e 
E>at heo ne weop wij) i3e;
Heo sede Jiat heo nolde 
Ben ispused wijD golde.
Heo hadde on husebonde, 
t»e3 he were vt o f londe

(1 0 3 2 ^ 0 )

Rymenhild clearly regards herself as married to Horn and bigamously remarried 

against her will. Her plan to slay herself and her unwanted spouse that night is 

obviated by Horn’s return in time to round up his retainers and break up the party:

‘He dude hem alle to kare, / l>at at the feste were; / Here life hi lete |)ere’ (1244-46). 

But in another o f  the narrative aporias, the survivors o f  the massacre swear their 

allegiance to Horn, and then ‘Hi runge J)e belle / I>e wedlak for to felle’ (1253-54), 

before adjourning to the bridal suite o f the royal palace to enjoy the rest o f the feast, 

leaving the reader, and maybe even the guests, to wonder precisely which marriage is 

being celebrated. During another o f  Horn’s protracted absences, this time to regain his 

royal patrimony, Rymenhild is once more married against her will -  to the slanderous 

steward whom the returning hero impales on his sword. After appointing his friends to 

vacant kingships and arranging a marriage for the unwanted Reynild to his dearly 

beloved brother, he makes Rymenhild his queen without ever having made her, 

incontrovertibly, his lawfully wedded wife. Where consummation is at issue, the issue

W ittig, S tylistic  an d  N arra tive Structures, 139.
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normally confirms the marriage; unusually for a heritage romance, there is no mention 

o f  any children bom to the King and his consort.

In consummation stories, the wedding night conception not only perfects the 

marriage but proves the hero’s potency, freeing him, like Guy o f Warwick, from the 

tiresome necessity o f remaining at home. The failure to produce an heir is rarely 

acknowledged as a shared responsibility. Although the narrator desists from 

attributing blame for the sterile marriage in Sir Gowther -  ‘Ten yer and sum dele mare 

/ He chylde non geyt ne sche non bare’,"*̂  the Duke holds his wife uniquely at fault:

Y tro thu be sum baryn,
Hit is gud that we twyn;

Y do bot wast my tyme on the,
Eireles mon owre londys bee.

(56- 59)

The Duchess prays to God and the Virgin Mary for deliverance -  ‘On what maner 

scho ne roghth’ (66) -  and is delivered, nine months later, o f a lusty son fathered by a 

fiend, thereby proving her fertility and the truth o f  the old saw: be careful o f what you 

ask for, lest you have the ill luck to get it. The marriage, though revived by the birth o f 

a surrogate son, does not prosper: the Duke dies o f grief at the delinquency o f his only 

child. The Duchess, however, is an indulgent mother, bearing her ungovernable son no 

resentment for his youthful predilection for arson, rape and murder. In Partenay, 

Melusine orders Raymond to slay their son Horrible, the unfortunate scapegoat o f 

their dysfunctional family, for less. But if  there is little love lost for the deceased 

Duke, it is perhaps not for his readiness to repudiate his wife -  hardly an unknown 

phenomenon among the nobility in the Middle Ages -  but for his textual denigration, 

which emerges most clearly in the Royal MS. After her encounter with the incubus,

S ir G owther, in The M iddle  English Breton L ays, ed. Laskaya and Salisbury, (National Library o f  
Scotland, MS Advocates 19.3.1), 11. 5 2 -5 3 . In the BL M S Royal 17.B .43 Sir G ow ther, in The Breton  
L ays in M iddle English, ed. Thomas C. Rumble (Detroit: W ayne State U niversity Press, 1965), ‘full 
seven-yere togeder thei w ere’ (1. 52) without an heir.



when the Duchess retires with the Duke that night, intending to provide an alibi for 

her preconception, Advocates reads:

He pleyd hym with that lade hende,
And ei yode scho bownden with tho fende,

To God wold losse hur bonde.
(94-96)

Royal, however, offers an alternative construction;

He pleid him with that lady hende;
She was bounde with a fende
Til Crist wold lose hire bonde.

(94-96)

In her edition of the Auchinleck text, Salisbury glosses ‘fende’ as ‘devil’s child’ but, 

as Alcuin Blamires points out, the suppression of the conjunction in the Royal version 

effectively demonises the Duke to whom she is bound till death them do part."*̂  Rather 

than threaten his wife with repudiation for their seven-year childless marriage, in the 

northern Octavian, the Emperor follows her advice in founding an abbey, and is 

rewarded with the birth of twin sons. His willingness to believe his mother’s slander 

that the children have been fathered by a kitchen knave nevertheless suggests residual 

doubts about his own potency. As if to prove the phallic point, ‘a scharpe baselarde 

owte he droghe; / That giltles knave there he sloghe’;'*̂  the empress narrowly escapes 

burning at the stake, and the new-born infants undergo the conventional rite de 

passage of romance twins.

Emperors and kings with a vested interest in maintaining the purity of their lineage 

sometimes show an understandable intolerance o f illegitimate births. Though the Earl, 

in Eglamour, disowns his daughter and grandson -  ‘And that bastard that ys the dere / 

Cristundam schall non have here!’ (787-88) -  Jennifer Fellows perceives in romance

Alcuin Blamires, ‘The Twin Demons o f  Aristocratic Society in Sir Gowther', in Pulp Fictions, ed. 
McDonald. 51-52. Blamires reads a silent ‘but’ in the phrasing o f  the Royal version.

Octavian, \r\ Four M iddle English Romances, ed. Hudson, 11. 157-58.
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narratives generally ‘a good deal o f sympathy towards the unmarried mothers

48involved, and all go to some lengths to make excuses for them’. The mitigation of 

extramarital conception is less surprising, as Fellows concedes, when a formal troth- 

plight has already been uttered. In Eglamour, the hero obtains the Earl’s conditional 

agreement to marry his daughter Cristabelle, and successfully completes the first two 

assignments. He then requests twelve weeks’ stay before undertaking the final task, 

and uses the grace-period to fulfil his commitment to Cristabelle in bed: ‘“With the 

grace o f God I shall you wedde” / Thereto here trowthes they plyght’ (668-69).

Having outstayed his welcome with the Earl,'*'  ̂he offers a prudent keepsake:

A good ryng I schall gyfe the:
Kepe hyt well, my lady fre,

Y yf God sende the a chylde.
(703-5)

Eglamour is unavoidably detained on his final mission, returning a year later to 

discover that his wife and son Degrebelle have long since been set adrift.

Narrative sympathy for single mothers does not mollify many critics. If, as 

Pearsall declares, Eglamour is ‘rubbish’, the doubling o f effects that Mehl regrets in 

Torrent o f  Portyngale renders it twice as execrable.^^ In this related romance, when 

the hero has satisfied the conditions o f marriage to Desonelle, her father, the King o f 

Portugal, reneges on the agreement and espouses her to another suitor. Torrent turns 

up at court and pleads precontract, submits to judicial combat and wins the right of 

marriage. The ceremony is delayed for a further six months, but the consummation 

takes effect at once. Desonelle’s disgrace, in the eyes o f  her father, is compounded by

Jennifer Fellows, ‘Mothers in Middle English Romance’, in Women and Literature, ed. M eale,48.
‘Twenty wykys were come and gon’ in BL MS Cotton Caligula A. 2 (1. 673), in the Hudson text, but 

only twelve in CUL MS F f 2.38, in the Halliwell text. The difference may be due to a scribal error or an 
amorous oversight.

Pearsall, ‘Development’, 112; Mehl, M iddle English Romances, 85. George Kane deprecates Torrent 
as ‘the work not merely o f  a botcher and a hack but an incompetent one at that’. M iddle English 
Literature (New York, 1951; reprint, Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1979), 14.
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the birth o f twins. The Queen intercedes for her daughter, insisting that there has been 

no social impropriety; ‘That ylke dede, that she hath done, / It was with an Erlis 

sonne’.^’ Given that the King has already scuppered the very idea -  ‘Madame, were 

that feyer / To make an erlles sone myn Eyer? / 1 will not, by sen lam e!’ (786-78), it 

is no surprise that her mild answer fails to turn away wrath or save her daughter and 

grandsons from being set adrift. At Torrent’s behest, the King subsequently suffers a 

similar fate, but narrative antipathy overdetermines the outcome by supplying a leaky

S '?boat and death by drowning. Whether from piety or propriety, the Torrent-^ool 

celebrates the family reunion with the holding o f the wedding ceremony delayed for a 

decade and a ha lf

Not every romance patriarch is disturbed by the prospect o f an illegitimate birth to

his daughter. Although, in Horn Childe, the King’s response to the evil steward’s

claim that the hero has taken advantage o f maiden Rimnild, in one o f the trivial

domestic incidents despised by Loomis, is to deliver so severe a beating that Horn

finds her ‘liggeand on hir bedde, / MouJ^e & nose al forbled’ (520-21), in Guy o f

Warwick, the Emperor o f Constantinople discredits a similar seduction story. And in a

remarkable display o f  enlightened self-interest, he adds, even if  it were true that the

hero had compromised his daughter,

Y f he haue assentted therto,
With hir his wille for to doo.
She is his, and him hir yiuen y haue.
Me to socour, helpe, and saue.

(Caius 3261-64)^^

If Clarice were the heroine o f  the narrative, it might be a different story.

Torrent o f  Portyngale, ed. E. Adam, EETS e.s. 51 (London, 1887; reprint. N ew  York: Kraus, 1973), 
11. 1801-2.

As the ancient arbiter o f  guilt or innocence, the sea could be trusted to administer divine justice to the 
Earl. See Reinhard, ‘Setting Adrift’, 35ff.

In the Auchinleck MS, the Emperor stands on his honour: So gode a knl3t he is & trewe, / & 3 if  he is 
l^er-in, wele be it so: / Wi|3 hir his wille he may do; / For mi douhter ichim bi-hote habbe, / Nil ich 
nou3t o f couenant gabbe’ (11. 3260-64).
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The extenuation o f  unmarried mothers can also apply to adulterous fathers.

Fellows believes that, in Generydes, Sereyne escapes censure for her extraordinary 

behaviour in seducing Auferius and bearing his child precisely because, as a quasi- 

supematural being, she is not judged by ordinary standards.Auferius, as a mere 

mortal, albeit King o f India, is subject to scrutiny, but his court finds his conduct 

unimpeachable: ‘lentill, curteys, full trew in worde and dede, / Wyse and manly 

preuyd in euery thyng’ (3 ^ ) . Having proved his manliness with the fair Sereyne, his 

misdemeanour is mitigated by the early intimation o f his wife’s treachery: ‘He hadde 

nomore to lese and that he knewe, / ffor afterward she was to hym vntrewe’ (13-14).^^ 

In Generydes, as in Valentine and Orson, the preoccupation with female fidelity 

intentionally distracts from male inf idel i ty.The fact that Auferius’s offence precedes 

his wife’s is immaterial: in romance, two wrongs do make a right.

As far as the narrator is concerned, Auferius acquitted himself honourably as a 

husband: ‘And what pleasure he cowde for her ordeyne, / That shuld be do, ther was

Fellows, ‘M others’, 50.
M ale adultery earned less opprobrium than female adultery in lay society, with a rare dissenting voice 

com ing from Pauper in Dives and Pauper. See Ruth Mazo Karras, ‘Two M odels, Two Standards:
M oral Teaching and Sexual M ores’, in Bodies and Disciplines: Intersections o f  Literature and History 
in F ifteenth-Century England, ed. Barbara A. Hanawalt and David W allace (M inneapolis and London: 
University o f M innesota Press, 1996), 123-38. It is thus significant that Sereyne fornicates, but the 
Queen commits adultery -  although both are guilty o f  ‘spousebreche’, following the definition in The 
M yrour to Lewde M en and Wymmen, 165. In arguing the case for the K ing’s acquittal o f  adultery on the 
grounds o f  his w ife’s treason, M atthew Howard tendentiously treats Sereyne’s intimation o f  the 
Q ueen’s conduct as material evidence rather than prophecy. ‘“W e are broderen” : Fraternal Bonds and 
Familial Loyalty within the Fifteenth-Century Romance o f  G enerydes', in Love, Marriage, and Family 
Ties in the Later M iddle Ages, ed. Isabel Davis, M iriam M uller and Sarah Rees Jones (Tumhout: 
Brepols, 2003), 136-37. The fifteenth-century stanzaic Generydes survives only in Cambridge, Trinity 
Coll. MS 0 .5 .2 , which also contains Lydgate’s Troy B ook  and Siege o f  Thebes. The MS is believed to 
have been in the possession o f  Anne Knevet o f  Buckenham, Norfolk, at the tim e o f  her marriage to 
John Thwaites in the 1480s. W hatever the material evidence, as a wedding gift it may have proved 
prophetic. Carol M eale, “ ‘...alle the bokes that I haue o f  latyn, englisch and frensch” : laywomen and 
their books in late medieval England’, in Women and Literature, ed. M eale, 141. The couplet version, 
PML MS M 876, is bound with Lydgate’s Troy Book. The MS is described in Carol M. Meale, ‘The 
M organ Library Copy o f  Generides’, in Romance in M edieval England, ed. M ills et al., 89-104.

On the basis o f  its ‘ladylike’ approach, Derek Pearsall posits a female audience for Generydes. The 
A ssem bly o f  Ladies and G eneiydes', Review o f  English Studies n.s. 12 (1961), 235. W here the stanzaic 
version moralises, the roughly contemporaneous couplet Generides naturalises female infidelity: ‘Yit 
such wifes han often shame / That doon hir husbondes dishonour o f  name; / For many a goode man, -  
god it wot, -  / Bereth that name, and knoweth not’, A Royal Historie o f  the Excellent Knight Generides, 
ed. Frederick J. Fum ivall (Roxburghe Club, 1865; reprint. N ew  York: Burt Franklin, 1971), 11. 55-58.
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noo lette therin’ (10-11). In other words, he showed marital affection, that indefinable 

quality that characterises a happy marriage, as in Sir Cleges, where the knight’s 

affection is revealed in his willingness to be humoured by the amiable Dame Clarys, 

eat the meals she prepares without complaint, and be gratified by their two young 

children. This romance offers a rare vignette o f medieval parents playing with their 

offspring;^^ otherwise the narrative emphasis on the love of a husband for his wife 

varies in inverse proportion to the amount o f time he spends in her company.

Loomis’s unfavourable comparison of Horn with his Anglo-Norman prototype, and 

her complaint that the unsentimental Humberside hero is ‘more interested in rescuing 

his sweetheart than in remaining with her’ -  no doubt the French Horn is more lyrical

CO

-  could equally apply to the majority of peripatetic English husbands.

Most do not abandon their wives, as Guy did, at the end of the fortnight’s 

festivities, but Clariodus took leave of absence to attend to other business while his 

feast was still in progress. The narrator o f the Erie ofToulous assures us that ‘The 

Emperoure lovyd his wyfe /Also so moche os hys own lyfe, / And more, yf he 

myght.’^̂  As a concerned husband, he appoints two knights ‘to kepe hur day and 

nyght’ (483) while he is busy expropriating landowners. His judgement proves no 

more trustworthy than his love, as the vigilant knights attempt to seduce their ward. 

Fearing that she will report their misconduct, they dupe her guileless young carver 

into concealing himself, bare but for his breeches, behind a curtain in her chamber, 

whereupon they raise the hue and cry and then silence him with a sword before he can 

acquit himself of any wrongdoing. When the Emperor is acquainted with the 

discovery, he bemoans his fate: ‘Hath sche done me thys dyshonoure? / And y lovyd 

hur so wele!’ (861-62) Lamenting his disgrace rather than hers, he produces a knife.

Sir Cleges, in The M iddle English Breton Lays, ed. Laskaya and Salisbury, 1. 160.
Loomis, M ediaeval Romance, 86.
Erie ofToulous, in The M iddle English Breton Lays, ed. Laskaya and Salisbury, 11, 478-80.
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although the narrative does not clarify whether it is him self or the messenger he 

intends to stab.

The Emperor, admittedly, does not offer violence to Beulybon, his wife. In an 

egregious instance o f  domestic assault, the English King Athelston, raging at rumours 

o f  treachery in high places, rebuts the pleas o f sweet reason from his pregnant wife -  

‘Hast |50u broke my comaundement; / Abyyd fill dere J^ou schalle’ -  and kicks her 

with such force that she miscarries the child, ironically his only son and heir.^*  ̂

Although wife-beating was ‘dispunishable’ in law, the King may have exceeded the 

bounds o f acceptable domestic discipline;^' from the evidence o f the cause papers, 

however, it would seem that it was not facile to ask, ‘have you stopped chastising your 

w ife?’ Yet a wife-beater may have inflicted less lasting damage on his victim than one 

who defamed her.^^ To be slandered, like Beulybon, as a ‘false hore’-  though the label 

o f true whore might be more injurious -  conduces to character assassination: stabbing 

merely aggravates the insult. Thus, calling his mother a ‘vile houre’ -  for murdering 

his father and marrying her lover -  is a hanging offence for the young Bevis, who is 

spared only by the timely intervention o f a faithful steward.

O f all the Middle English romances, with the exception o f Sir Gawain and the 

Green Knight, the only one to captivate its modem critics is Sir Orfeo, the medieval 

metamorphosis o f the story o f  Orpheus and Eurydice. In a late admission to its ‘power 

o f enchantment’, Derek Pearsall rejects a penitential reading o f the poem, denying that 

the abduction o f the first lady by the Fairy King is retributive justice for any offence

“  Athelston, in Middle English M etrical Romances, ed. French and Hale, 11. 280-81.
See Emma Hawkes, ‘The “Reasonable” Laws o f  Domestic Violence in Late Medieval England’, in 

Domestic Violence in M edieval Texts, ed. Eve Salisbury, Georgiana Donavin, and Merrall Llewelyn 
Price (Gainesville: University Press o f  Florida, 2002), 57-70.

Defamation o f a woman is invariably sexual; Karras believes that defamation o f  men usually 
questions their honesty. ‘Two M odels’, 132. In romance, men’s courage is more often impugned.

The Romance o f  Sir Beues o f  Hamtoun, ed. Eugen Kolbing, EETS e.s. 46 (London. 1885), 1. 302. 
Kolbing takes the version in the Auchinleck MS as his base text. B evis’s vicious assault on his 
stepfather -  ‘{jries i smot him in [je heued, / A1 for ded ich him leued’ (11. 466-67) -  appears to be 
treated less seriously: his mother orders him to be sold into slavery.
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committed by her or her husband: ‘their love was not in any way suspect or to be 

d o u b te d .H e u ro d is  herself testifies to the perfect ‘conglutination’ o f their persons:^^

Allas, mi lord, Sir Orfeo!
Sethen we first togider were,
Ones wroth never we nere;
Bot ever ich have yloved the 
As mi liif and so thou me;^^

Even if  we do not take literally the ‘never a cross w ord’ image o f  their union, the

description carries the marital affection factor, yet her announcement o f their

impending separation -  ‘Do thi best, for y mot go’ (126) -  implies resignation to a

higher calling. As it transpires, when she leaves his jurisdiction, the best that Orfeo

can do is to cede control o f  the kingdom to his steward, in what Bart Veldhoen

interprets as the harmonious linking o f  love and g o v e rn m e n t.T h e  ideology o f

binding love is reasserted by Orfeo, in words that echo the widowed Ruth’s pledge to

Naomi (Ruth: 1:16): ‘Whider thou gost, ichil with the, / And whider y go, thou schalt

with m e’ (129-30). It is a wonderful affirmation o f fidelity: the pity is that he cannot

or will not keep his commitment. What A. J. Bliss optimistically describes as ‘his long

search for Heurodis’ is more the self-abandonment to the extravagance o f grief:^*

Never eft y nil no woman se.
Into wildemes ichil te.
And live ther evermore 
With wilde bestes in holtes hore;

(211-14)

Derek Pearsall, ‘Madness in Sir O rfeo', in Romance Reading on the Book, ed. Fellows et al., 51, 53.
As Adam and Eve were duo in carne una, so, according to the common law o f  England, are husband 

and wife united in the ‘conglutination o f  persons in Baron and Fem e’. The Lawes Resolutions o f  
Women's Rights, cited by Kay E. Lacey, ‘Women and Work’ in Fourteenth and Fifteenth Century 
London’, in Women and Work in Pre-Industrial England, ed. Lindsey Charles and Loma Duffin 
(London: Croom Helm, 1985), 40.

Sir Orfeo, in The M iddle English Breton Lays, ed. Laskaya and Salisbury, 11. 120-24. Unless 
otherwise stated, all quotations are from the Auchinleck text reproduced here.

Bart Veldhoen, ‘Psychology and the Middle English Romances’, in Companion to M iddle English 
Romance, ed. Henk Aertsen and Alasdair A. MacDonald (Amsterdam: VU University Press, 1990), 
1 2 0 .

Sir Orfeo, ed. A. J. Bliss, 2d edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966), Ixii.
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Clearly he does not expect to find any women where the wild things are, least o f all 

the wife he fails to seek; nor does he anticipate the remission o f his sentence after he 

has served ten years in the wilderness indulging his overbearing sense o f loss.

In the day’s grace-period between the summons from her siesta at noon beneath an 

‘ym pe-tre’ and her spiriting away by the Fairy King, the severely traumatised Queen 

is removed from the orchard by a brigade o f knights and more than sixty auxiliary 

maidens, brought to bed, and ‘held ... there fine fast’ (94), ostensibly to prevent any 

further self-harm. Margaret Robson, who displays an abnormally high immunity from 

enchantment, remarks on the disturbing absence o f  human sympathy. Seeing Heurodis 

in her straitjacket, Orfeo conducts a kind o f  forensic examination o f  her injuries: he 

looks, but does not touch. His response reminds Robson less o f a loving husband than 

o f ‘a torturer visiting his victim’. T h e  torture analogy is needlessly provocative, but 

Robson’s suspicion o f disharmony in this singularly barren marriage is not 

unfounded.™ The transformation Orfeo observes in his wife, ‘That ever yete hast ben 

so stille’ (103) discomfits him, and he is alarmed by the animosity he discerns in her 

expression: ‘Allas! thy lovesum eyyen to / Loketh so man doth on his fo!’ (111-12) In 

the Harley text, he takes the estrangement personally: ‘Alas! thy lovely yyen two / 

Loken on me as man on fo’. '̂ Whether her expression conveys blind terror or hatred, 

he is repelled by the alienation o f affection in his formerly compliant wife. On their 

next encounter, a decade later, when the thrill o f  the fairy chase has fortuitously led 

him to her residence, he reads into her inscrutable tears compassion for his poverty,

Margaret Robson, ‘Feeling Women; An Exploration o f  W omen’s Viewpoints in the Middle English 
Breton Lays’ (D.Phil. diss., University o f  York, 1994), 138.
™ The classical complaint o f  hysteria in Heurodis, evidently an undiagnosed sufferer o f  ‘wandering 
womb’ syndrome, lurks in Oren Falk’s description o f  her as ‘unfit to bear the son o f  Orfeo’. ‘The Son 
o f Orfeo: Kingship and Compromise in a Middle English Romance’, Journal o f  M edieval and Early- 
Modern Studies 30 (2000): 260.
”  BL MS Harley 3810,11. 109-10. All citations o f  the condensed Harley text are from Ancient English 
M etrical Romances, ed. Joseph Ritson (Edinburgh: E. and G. Goldsmid, 1885), vol. 2 . 1 have corrected 
in line 110 one o f  several typographic confusions o f  the long ‘s ’ and ‘f .
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projecting onto her his own emotions: ‘Allas! to long last mi liif, / When y no dar 

nought with mi wiif, / No hye to me, o word speke’ (335-37). The silence is in some 

ways reassuring: she cannot gainsay the allegedly felicitous reunion. Even when she 

has been repatriated from the fairy realm, she remains catatonic, unresponsive to the 

music that soothes savage beasts and a supernatural king, and apparently incapable o f 

independent action: ‘His w iif he tok bi the hond’ (473); ‘He maked his w iif ther abide’ 

(498); ‘Thai brought the quen into the toun / With al maner menstraci’ (588-89).

There is no indication that she joined in the celebrations. Readers who interpret the 

Queen’s return from the other world as life-affirming and redemptive would do well 

to consider which, for the ‘w od’ wife, is the world o f the living dead.

H. Bergner detects in Orfeo’s earlier avowal o f  Ruth-like constancy an oblique 

reference to the marriage contract.^^ W e are not party to the matrimonial vows 

originally exchanged by the royal couple, but the Fairy King’s reported threat to 

Heurodis sounds ominously like a coerced union:

Loke, dame tomorwe thatow be 
Right here under this ympe-tre.
And than thou schalt with ous go 
And live with ous evermo.
And yif thou makest ous y-let,
Whar thou be, thou worst y-fet.
And totore thine limes al 
That nothing help the no schal;

(165-72)

The passage is replicated in the Harley text, but with the significant omission o f the 

italicised lines. Pearsall berates the Harley-redactor for his misunderstanding o f  the 

material, most notably in his treatment o f  the keeping o f  promises by the two kings. 

Where Auchinleck stresses the binding nature o f the gentlemen’s agreement that

H. Bergner, ^Sir Orfeo and the Sacred Bonds o f  Matrimony’, Review o f  English Studies, n.s. 30 
(1979): 433.
”  Pearsall, ‘Madness’, 60.
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Orfeo be granted whatever he asks in return for his minstrelsy, which the Fairy King 

reluctantly concedes -  ‘Sethen it is so...’ (469) -  Harley has him congratulate Orfeo 

for being ‘a trewe m an’ (H 432), and surrender Heurodis with his blessing, thus ‘With 

ryght gode will they can out gon’ (H 438). The elision o f the constructive marriage 

lines from the Fairy King’s abduction o f another m an’s wife makes him a bully but 

not a bigamist. Madness may offer matrimonial asylum, but fairy land demonstrably 

does not. For Heurodis, there is no escape from marriage, whether she will or no.

Canon law, as we have seen, insisted that consent not coition makes matrimony, 

but no words o f present consent are uttered by the espoused in any o f  the Middle 

English romances. Despite the lip service paid to consensuality, the vows are at best 

ventriloquised, strongly suggesting the lack o f narrative conviction. There is, it seems, 

either a wilful refusal or an impediment to the formulaic expression o f consent in the 

romances. Only in the literature o f satire or complaint do we witness the exchange of 

vows, as in Helmbrecht, the late thirteenth-century tale o f a boorish peasant with 

delusions o f grandeur, who abandons the ceaseless drudgery o f farm labour for a life 

o f daylight robbery as an errant knight. At the wedding o f Helmbrecht’s sister to one 

o f his partners in crime, a ‘grey-haired elder’ strives to coax the canonical words o f 

consent out o f the obtuse groom. The bride proves even more incorrigible in response 

to his repeated question, ‘Do you take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?’

‘O f course I do. Let’s have him ,’ she replied.
And then a third time: ‘Will you have this man?’
‘With pleasure and as often as I can!’^̂

In her reading o f  the Auchinleck Orfeo as a medieval allegory o f  Christian salvation, Penelope B, R, 
Doob refers to the Fairy King’s ‘rash promise’, identifying it with the ‘devil’s rashness in permitting 
the Crucifixion’. Nebuchadnezzar’s Children: Conventions o f  Madness in M iddle English Literature 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1974), 199. The rashness might equally be a salutary 
reminder to the hapless couple o f  the marriage vows made in haste and repented for a decade.

‘geme, herre, gebt mir’her!’ / ‘zem dritten male -  welt ir’n?’ / ‘geme, herre, nO gebt mir’n!’ Wemher 
der Gartenaere, M eier Helhrecht: A Poem, ed. Charles E. Gough (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1947), 11. 
1526-28. The free translation is by Brian Murdoch, The Dedalus Book o f  M edieval Literature: The 
Grin o f  the Gargoyle (Peterborough: Dedalus, 1995).
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Why is there such reticence in the romances on the affirmation of consensual 

marriage? The omission might be justified on the grounds o f narrative economy, but 

in two instances we witness the lengthy ceremonial exchange o f vows of any other 

business over a peacock.^^ Even in matrimonial affairs gentlemen’s agreements take 

pride of place, as in the couplet Generides, where the hero proposes to the Sultan to

wed your doughtre, if it be your wil,
A1 youre commaundment to ftilfil;
And herof siker ye may be.
Mi trouth I plight you here treulie.

(7479-82)

Examples o f friends and allies pledging their loyalty in love and war are legion, as in 

the reported speech of Amis and Amiloun:

Trewethes togider thai gun plight.
While thai might live and stond 
That bothe bi day and bi night.
In wele and wo, in wrong and right.
That thai schuld frely fond 
To hold togider at everi nede,
In word, in werk, in wille, in dede,
Where that thai were in lond.
Fro that day forward never mo 
Failen other for wele no wo:
Therto thai held up her hond7^

In the Erie ofToulous, we are treated to a veritable expletion o f swearing, mostly by 

the villains of the piece, ‘be Hym that dyed on Rode’ (136), ‘by boke and by belle’

78(190), and by all saints; a readiness to plight their ‘trowthe’ at the drop o f a hat or a 

glove, and constant reminders on the imperative o f keeping one’s promise. In other

™ The Three Kings ’ Sons, ed. F. J. Fumivall, EETS e.s. 67 (London, 1895), 136; Clariodus, Book 4,11. 
81.S-96.

Amis and Amiloun, in Amis and Amiloun, Robert o f  Cisyle, and Sir Amadace, ed. Edward E. Foster 
(Kalamazoo, Mich.: Medieval Institute Publications, 1997), 11. 146-56.

Ruth Crosby treats swearing in the Middle English romances as the correlative o f  praying; ‘Perhaps 
they swore more than we seem to do because they prayed more’. ‘Oral Delivery’, 107.
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words, and in these very words, we witness troth-plighting on every conceivable 

occasion except the conjugal.^*’

The narrative ellipsis cannot be ascribed either to the ignorance or diffidence of 

the espoused. Lovers in the narratives are never at a loss for words o f future consent; 

they are clearly acquainted with the recognised locutions. In the nuptial mass in Sarum 

usage, the groom is required to repeat after the priest:

I, N, take the, N, to my wedded wif, to haue and to holde fro this day forward, 
for bettere for wers, for richere for pourerer, in sykenesse and in hele; tyl deth 
vs departe, if holy churche it woll ordeyne, and therto y plight the my trouthe.

The bride must then say:

I, N, take the, N, to my wedded housbonde, to haue and to holde fro this day 
forwarde, for better for wors, for richer for pourerer, in sykenesse and in hele, 
to be bonere and buxum in bedde and atte borde, tyl dethe vs departhe, if  holy 
churche it woll ordeyne, and therto y plight the my trouthe.

What is immediately striking about these familiar phrases in the vernacular response is

the frequency with which they occur in the metrical romances, especially in the tail-

rhymes where they are so often dismissed by critics as perfunctory or meaningless

tags. They are indeed formulaic, and for this very reason their employment is

significant. Although, unsurprisingly, I can find no instance o f a romance wife

promising to be ‘bonere and buxum in bedde and atte borde’, all remaining doublets

81appear in one form or another. Thus, in Beues, Josian contrives to fend off a sexual 

assault: ‘Nou3t, l?e3 i scholde lese me lif, / Boute ich were J)e weddede w if  (3163-

Though the reader witnesses no formal troth-plighting in the romances, informal agreements were 
rumoured to be rampant in fifteenth-century England: ‘And som men yeve her trouthe to vi or vij, / And 
women in like wyse to x or xj!’ Peter Idley's Instructions to His Son, 11.1677-8.

Manuale ad  usum Sarum, in Manuale et processionale ad usum insgnis ecclesiae eboracensis, ed. W. 
G. Henderson, Surtees Society 63 (1875), Appendix 1, 19.

Abandoning discretion and the doublet, Chaucer’s Shipman’s W ife observes that women desire their 
husband to be ‘buxom unto his w yf and fressh abedde’. ShipT, 1. 177. The doublet disappears from the 
liturgy in the first Edwardian prayerbook (1549), where the man promises instead to ‘to love, and to 
cherish' his wife, and she, ‘to love, cherish, and to obey’ him. The Two Liturgies... in the Reign o f  King 
Edward VI, ed. Joseph Ketley, Parker Society (Cambridge, 1844), 129.
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64). Horn, as we have seen, plights his troth to Rymenhild by promising ‘to holden 

and to knowe’ her {KH, 670), while in Ipomadon, the Fere’s public vow of conditional 

celibacy makes creative use o f the regular expression of consent:

Now here to God a vowe I make:
I shall never man for riches take 
r  youthe ne in eolde.
For welle or woo whether it be,
Man that is o f lowe degre

Q-y
Shall never to wyffe me holde

The impoverished Isumbras reftises to sell his dearly beloved wife to a Sultan, 

honouring his vow ‘To holde here to myn endyng day, / Bothe for wele or woo’.̂  ̂

Florent weds the Sultan’s daughter ‘to hys w y f/T o  haue & to holde yn ry3t lyue’ 

(Southern Octavian, 1267-68). Natanell, the loyal retainer, promises to obey 

Sereyne’s wishes ‘Better or werse or what aventure be tyde’ (Generydes, 370). In the 

Caius Guy, the hero declines the offer o f the Emperor’s daughter ‘To haue and holde 

whiles y lyue’ (Guy, 4436); and in an interesting example o f a transferred epithet, in 

the Auchinleck Guy, the giant Amoraunt boasts to his combatant that when he has 

slain him he will receive the Sultan’s promised land, ‘Euermore to haue & hold fre’ as 

well as ‘his dou3ter bri3t o ble’ (st.l22). Like the majority of rhyme words of Anglo- 

Saxon origin in romance, most of these formulaic phrases end in sonorous 

monosyllables, attesting not the poverty but the potency of the v ocabu lary .T he  

euphonious use o f ‘wedded wife’ determines not only the choice o f rhyme word from 

native stock but also the typically English bipolar view of marriage as, for better or

Ipomadon, ed. Rhiannon Purdie, EETS 316 (Oxford, 2001), 11. 112-17.
Sir Isumbras, in Four M iddle English Romances, ed. Hudson, 11. 284-85.
Stephen Knight observes this effect in Gamelyn, in ‘“harkeneth aright”: reading Gamelyn for Text 

not Context’, in Tradition and Transformation in M edieval Romance, ed. Rosalind Field (Cambridge: 
D. S. Brewer, 1999)’, 17. A century earlier, P. B. Marcou remarked on the greater emotional heft o f  
Anglo-Saxon than o f  Anglo-Norman words, notably ‘love’ and ‘foe’ over ‘amour’ and ‘enem y’. ‘Are 
French Poets Poetical?’ PMLA 14 (1899): 257-66.
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worse, bliss for ‘life’ or fraught with ‘strife’, with the context offering the

o c

collocational alternatives o f ‘rife’ and ‘knife’.

The influence o f  Sarum Use is best seen in Havelok, where the hero weds

Goldeborw in a ceremony conducted apparently in accordance with the rites o f

matrimony. But the denial o f agency in the initial detail recorded by the narrator -  ‘t>er

weren penies ]Dicke tolde, / Mikel plente upon Jje bok’ (1172-73) -  robs the ritual o f

its symbolic value. It was customary for the man to place gold, silver and a ring on the

book for the priest to bless to signify that the marriage endowment was being made in

good f a i t h . G i v e n  that Havelok is at this time employed as a scullion in the Earl’s

kitchen, with no worldly goods to endow and no wish to take a wife, it is perhaps not

surprising that the placing o f the coins is unattributed, nor indeed that the placing is

itself misplaced; the piling o f the pennies on the book should be performed at the

conclusion o f  the marriage vows. The narrative assurance that ‘He ys hire yaf, and she

is tok. / He weren spused fayre and wel’ (1174—75) is unconvincing. Even the

episcopal authority cannot acquit the ceremony o f the suspicion o f sacrilege:

I>e messe he dede -  eueridel 
!>at fel to spusing -  a god cle[r]k,
I>e erchebishop uth o f  Yerk

(1176-78)

The good clerk, who should have known better, is presiding over a forced marriage. 

Indeed, the narrator has already reported Havelok’s uncompromising rejection o f an 

additional burden, when asked by the Earl, ‘Mayster, wilte w if?’

According to Ruth Crosby, iife -w ife ’ and ‘other-brother’ are the most consistently used rhyming 
pairs in Middle English romance. ‘Oral Delivery’, 105.

’ 'Deinde ponat vir aurum, argentum, et annulum super scutum vel librum: et quaerat Sacerdos si 
annulus antea fuerit benedictus vel non; si dicatur quod non, mnc benedicat Sacerdos annulum hoc 
modo cum Dominus vobiscum  et cum Oremus.' Manuale ad usum Sarum, Appendix 1 ,19. (Then shall 
the man place gold, silver and a ring on a dish or the book, and the priest ask whether the ring has 
already been blessed; if  it is said that it has not, then shall the priest bless the ring in this manner with 
‘The Lord be with you’ and ‘Let us pray’.) Since the First Lateran Council (1139) refused clerics the 
right to accept payment for administering the sacraments, the priest was not entitled to pocket any o f  
the money. See Lester K. Little, ‘Pride Goes before Avarice: Social Change and the Vices in Latin 
Christendom’, American Historical Review  76 (1971): 21.
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Hwat sholde ich with w if do?
I nc may hire fede ne cloj^e ne sho.
Wider sholde ich wimman bringe?
I ne haue none kines l)inge.
I ne haue hws, y ne haue cote,
I ne haue stikke, y ne haue sprote,
I ne haue neyt)er bred ne sowel 
Ne cloth, but o f  an hold with couel. 
t>is clojjes J)at ich onne haue 
Aren |>e kokes, and ich his knaue.

(1137-46)

Beaten into submission, and threatened with hanging or blinding, Havelok ‘grauntede 

him al |5at he bad’ (1154). Goldeborw’s will was not even solicited:

But |)u |Dis man understonde,
I shal flemen }5e o f  londe;
Or J)ou shal[t] to ]3e galwes renne,
And }3er |50u shalt in a fir brenne.

(1159-62)

Though the hanging is hyperbolic -  women convicted o f treason were invariably 

burned -  only fear o f  the consequences o f refusal induces her to accept the proposal: 

‘But t>ey hire likede swij)e ille’ (1165). If the essential words o f  consent were 

expressed with such bad grace, the archbishop should have prevented the ceremony 

from going ahead. Rather than implicate the hierarch in an abuse o f  clerical privilege, 

the poet has discreetly censored the ‘spusing’.

0 7

Havelok’s plight was unusual: men are rarely coerced into matrimony. With the 

exception o f the knight in the Wife o f  B a th ’s Tale, the hero, who was arguably the 

author o f his own misfortune, in The Wedding o f  Sir Gawain, and possibly his putative 

son, Lybeaus Desconus, Havelok is the only hero who fails to avoid an unwanted 

marriage.** Faced with an offer he cannot courteously reftise, in the Auchinleck Guy,

The notion was nevertheless not inconceivable In Generydes, a villainous messenger falsely reports 
the hero’s marriage; ‘It was ayenst his will in euery thing, / The cause was suche that he myght not say 
nay, / his fader chargyd hym on his blissyng, / That pece myght be apoyntid for alway’ (11. 5344-47).
** There is little evidence o f  sub pena nubendi orders (see Chapter 2, n. 98) in the romances. In WBT, 
the knight is obliged not to marry the maiden he ravished but to honour his promise to the hag. The
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the hero feigns illness to allow him time to find a pretext -  the providential killing o f 

his pet lion supplies the /e//x culpa -  to escape with his integrity. Although kings and 

noblemen sometimes come under pressure to marry and produce heirs, as in Richard 

Coer de Lion, and barons may make recommendations, as in Lay Le Freine, the 

choice o f whom and when to wed is normally theirs alone. Ipomadon waives the 

tournament prize o f the princess, disingenuously claiming youth and inexperience:

I kepe not yet to wyff:
I maye hereafter many a yere 
All be tyme take a fere 
To lede wyth all my ly ff

{Ipomadon, 4962-65)

No one objects that, as an over fourteen-year-old, he is above the canonical age of

89consent. The malmarried may even endorse his sentiments that young men ‘That 

takys them wyffys so hastly, / Repentys it sithe full ill’ (5 0 4 2 ^3 ). And the sworn 

celibacy o f Geoffrey, sixth son o f Raymond and Melusine and, like Gowther, an 

erstwhile abbey-arsonist {Partenay, 6049-52), is unopposed. That there would be no 

son to carry his torch was doubtless a relief to any remaining monks at Maillezais.

Given the perception that a woman cannot govern unaided, baronial pressure on 

heiresses to wed is much more intense, as in the objections to the Fere’s singleness:

Oure lady dothe fiall ylle 
That she will not take a lord 
To mayneteyme vs in good acord.

{Ipomadon, 1777-79)

Harley lyrics, however, tell a different story, as in the 1307 Satire on the Consistory Courts {NIMEV 
2287), in which the narrator complains o f  his legal disadvantage. Should any upstart Mags or Moll, 
mucky as a moorhen, testify against a lewed lover like him. forswearing, ‘ne shal hit so gon, / ant jDat 
beo on ou alle; / [Dat Ĵ ou shalt me wedde & welde to w y f , the predictable consequence o f  her 
presentment is his public humiliation: ‘At chirche ant {jourh cheping, ase dogge y am dryue’ and forced 
marriage: ‘a pruest proud as a po / se{)J)e weddej) vs bo’. Historical Poems o f  the XlVth and XVth 
Centuries, ed. Robbins, no. 6,11. 62-64 , 82, 87-88.

In the Anglo-Norman Ipomedon (11. 6648-52), as Susan Crane points out, the hero leaves the 
tournament because he believes that marriage ruins good knights. Insular Romance, 205.
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The disgruntled barons threaten to withdraw their homage, while in the shorter couplet 

version, her uncle vows to suspend his unconditional love.^° Similarly, Ermyne, 

daughter o f the King o f  Cyprus, is given in marriage to Uriens, and the unnamed 

heiress o f the King o f  Armenia to Guy, two more o f Raymond and M elusine’s 

defective sons, because everyone knows that the land cannot be defended from the 

Saracens ‘by simple w om an’ {Partenay, 1480). By the same specious reasoning, in 

Ywain and Gawain, the widow o f the knight o f  the castle is persuaded, not by her 

barons but by her maid, to marry his assassin. The presumption o f  female 

incompetence is amply belied by Felice’s efficient administration o f  Guy’s estate 

during his protracted absence. The Earl o f  Shrewsbury’s gift to the young Queen 

Margaret o f Anjou, in 1445, o f a collection o f  French romances implies remarkable 

prescience on the donor’s behalf This deluxe codex included Gui de Warrewik, which 

may well have served as a mirror for princesses in the many years o f  home rule 

occasioned by Henry V i’s recurrent mental incapacity.^'

A noblewoman who is obliged to marry for the sake o f her subjects is customarily 

offered the best o f three candidates. Critchlow locates the trio o f suitors in feudal 

practice, but the triumvirate has a long literary history, from the Magi to the Merchant 

o f  Venice. T h e  greater courtliness that Weiss finds in Anglo-Norman than in Middle

Melliager insists he will make her, ‘Me to graunt, husband to take, / Or clene my love she shall 
forsake! ’ The Lyfe o f  Ipomydon, in Ipomedon in drei englischen Bearbeitungen, ed. Eugen Kolbing 
(Breslau, 1889),'11. 593-94.

BL MS Royal 15.E.6 also contains romances o f  Alexander, Charlemagne and the Knight o f  the 
Swan, Giles o f  Rom e’s D e regimine principum  and Christine de Pizan’s Livre des fa is  d ’armes et de 
chevalerie. It has been suggested that Talbot adapted for royal use a book he had already commissioned 
for his own library. Catherine Reynolds, ‘The Shrewsbury Book, British Library, Royal MS 15 E.VI’, 
in M edieval Art, Architecture and Archaeology at Rouen, ed. Jenny Stratford. British Archaeological 
Association Conference Transactions, vol. 12 (1993): 109. The Earl’s wife. Lady Margaret Talbot, 
commissioned Lydgate’s ‘Guy o f  Warwick’ -  ‘generally held up as a prime example o f  Lydgate’s style 
at his worst’, according to Walter F. Schirmer, John Lydgate: A Study in the Culture o f  the Fifteenth 
Century (London: Methuen, 1961), 93 -  supposedly because her father claimed descent from Guy.

‘A woman, inheriting a fief, could not marry without the consent o f  her lord, who, moreover, might 
force her to marriage at her coming o f  age. If the lord paid no regard to this matter, when the heiress 
reached twelve years old she was allowed to demand o f  him three noblemen, one o f  whom she had the 
right to choose.’ Critchlow, ‘Forms o f  Betrothal’, 505.
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Q-5

English romance lies in its willingness to heed the woman’s wishes. In Clariodus, 

the rich king, counsels his daughter to use discretion in exercising her choice:

Be not haistie, hot weill advysit be,
And chuse ane valiant man in all degrie 
O f might; for landis 3e neid nocht to crave,
Seing ane mightie kingdome that 3e have.

(Book 4, 1935-38)

Valour, it seems, is the better part o f discretion. The Ipomadon-poet follows his 

French source in allowing a sympathetic baron to recommend that the Fere be allowed 

a husband o f  her volition:

Bettur one that she chesse hureselff 
Than she shuld do off oj3ur twellffe 
That men constrayns hyr tille.
Syr kynge, yff she a lord shall haue,
I rede she chesse hym, soo God me save.
Be hur owne good wille.

(2115-20)

The heroine is in a quandary: having committed herself to marrying only the best 

knight in the world, she has fallen in love with the hero who, on her own admission, 

‘to myne avowe acordys he not’ (706). She draws up a shortlist o f three and requests a 

day’s grace to consider her options, before accepting her maid’s suggestion o f the 

conventional trial by tournament, such as we see in Roswall and Lillian and in 

Eglamour. The rival suitors are judged not by the gifts they bear but by the prowess 

they display in the three-day event at which the woman is the trophy to be taken home 

by the winner. The Fere’s public humiliation is perfected when the victorious hero 

declines the prize. In The Three Kings ’ Sons, only royals and Christians are eligible to 

tourney for the daughter o f the King o f Sicily, but in Partonope o f  Blais, the contest is 

open to all-comers, although the judges select a panel o f  approved candidates, three

Weiss, ‘Power and Weakness’, 10.
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Saracens and three Christians, from which Melior may choose her man. The choice is 

vacuous: she is in fact being invited to endorse their decision, but she uses her 

prerogative to request a beauty parade in which the disarmed candidates must display 

their manHness for her inspection.

A wife is the traditional reward for services rendered to beleaguered kings, as in 

Beues, Guy o f  Warwick, Eglamour etc, where the heroes suffer an embarrassment of 

offers o f lucrative marriages, or to the grateful dead, as in Sir Amadace, where the 

spirit of the deceased points his fiineral director to a profitable union. Morbidity 

inspires the usurping King of India to penitence and the peace-offering o f his daughter 

to the hero’s right hand man: ‘She shall be youres, lo this shalbe your wage, / And all 

my land with hir in mariage’ (Generydes, 6511-12).'^'* Sometimes a spouse is an 

embodied insult, as in Beues, where the benighted Brademund threatens to humiliate 

the heroine, winning her by force and then passing her on to his wainwright. In 

Havelok, the guardian’s marriage o f Goldeborw against her will to his putative pot

boy is a deliberate attempt at disparagement -  in the primary meaning of the term, an 

unequal marriage. At her dying father’s request, Godrich had sworn on the missal that 

he would maintain her properly, ‘Til |?at she were tuelf winter hold, / And of speche 

were bold’ (192-93), and that thereafter he would give her in marriage to ‘t>e hexte 

man j^at micthe Hue, / t>e beste, fayreste, the strangest ok’ (199-200). The usurper 

seizes the opportunity to dispose of Goldeborw, whilst abiding by the letter, if  not the 

spirit of the agreement, by marrying her to the fair scullion who had defeated the 

champion stone-putter in a national show of strength. ‘Hunting a ward,’ K. B. 

McFarlane once remarked, ‘was almost as good a sport as pursuing a villein and might

The land, if  not the bride, is entailed. Generides, the rightful heir, subsequently gives the groom ‘his 
faders old inheritaunce’ (1. 6726) and the governorship o f  India in his absence.
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be quite as profitable’. Godrich did not even have to stalk his quarry: the heiress 

and the kitchen knave fell into his hands. Goldeborw’s bold speech.

t>at hire sholde noman wedde 
Ne noman bringen hire to bedde.
But he were king or kinges eyr,
Were he neuere man so fayr.

(1113-16)

was of no avail against her guardian’s power o f wardship.

Goldeborw could protest against Godrich’s abuse of his position, but she could not 

refijse to marry at all. The provisions of Magna Carta protecting widows from 

coerced remarriage did not extend to wards, whose sole protection lay in being 

‘married without disparagement’.̂  ̂ Goldeborw’s legal redress would have been to 

fine for marriage after her will, a facility that was certainly unavailable to her while 

she remained at her guardian’s mercy. The prospect of disparagement generally 

preoccupies those Anglo-Norman heroines who are least at risk: from Ydoine’s initial 

rejection of Amadas’s proposal to Felice’s first refiasal of Gui.^^ The Middle English 

Felice complains of dishonour {Guy, Auchinleck 401) or dispraise {Guy, Caius 401), 

but as with most of her successors in unequal love, she soon becomes a zealous 

convert to the principle o f chivalric meritocracy. Disparagement is of course more 

pertinent to a woman than to a man, given that he retains his status on marriage, where 

she assumes her husband’s. Marriage, moreover, is the heroine’s sole means of social

McFarlane, The Nobility in Later M edieval England, 215.
Magna Carta, 1215, paras. 8 and 6. English Historical Documents, vol. 3, 1189-1327, ed. Harry 

Rothwell (1975; reprint, London: Routledge, 2002), 318. The earlier legislation o f  Cnut (1020-23) 
appears to have offered more extensive protection: ‘And neither a widow nor a maiden is ever to be 
forced to marry a man whom she herself dislikes, nor to be given for money, unless he chooses to give 
anything o f  his own free w ill’ (II Cnut 74), English H istorical Documents, vol. 1, c.500-1042, 2d 
edition, ed. Dorothy Whitelock, (London: Eyre Methuen, 1979), 466. Sue Sheridan Walker reports that 
fewer requests were made in the thirteenth century for licences for wards to marry as they pleased. This 
implies either that Magna Carta was providing adequate protection for wards or that they had lost 
confidence in the law to uphold their rights. ‘Free Consent’, 126.

‘pucele sui de haut parage’, Amadas et Ydoine, 1. 532; ‘desparagees trop serreie’, Gui de Warewic, 1. 
359. Cited by Weiss, ‘Power and Weakness’, 10.
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mobility, whereas a knight can rise through the ranks by virtue o f his valour as well as 

his unrecorded conjugal vows. The squire o f low degree is indeed a conventional 

romance motif; he professes his inferiority to the well-born wooing woman, as King 

Horn does to Rymenhild, in order to exploit her connections to advance his chivalric 

career. Few men fear their own disparagement in romance: in Helyas, Knight o f  the 

Swan, the Queen Mother berates her son for marrying beneath him, and plans to 

destroy her daughter-in-law, while in Lay le Freine, Guroun accepts the advice o f  his 

knights to forsake his foundling lemman in favour o f a marriageable noblewoman, 

who turns out to be the twin sister from whom she was separated at birth. Although 

the Earl warns Raymond o f the folly o f marrying a woman o f  unknown lineage 

(Partenay, 834-35), the groom is bowled over by the beauty o f his bride and will not 

be dissuaded from the match, an impetuousness which he later has cause to regret.

If the romances complied with the canonical requirement to read the banns on 

three consecutive Sundays prior to the proposed marriage, some o f  the misalliances 

might never have been made, nor the stories told. Not only are the banns never read, 

but the marriages are often precipitated and dissolved at disgracefully short notice.

The purpose o f the banns is to bring to light any known impediment to the lawful 

union o f  the betrothed. The cases o f  consanguinity in Degare, Eglamour and Le 

Freine, involving sons and mothers or a lover’s sister; o f precontract in King Horn, 

Beues, Guy, and Eglamour, and, uniquely, o f impersonation in Roswall and Lillian, 

where the varlet who has stolen the hero’s identity and married the heir ‘sore against

Q O

her w ill’ is hanged with injudicious haste, should all have been discovered before the 

celebration.

Roswall and Lillian, in Early Scottish M etrical Tales, ed. Laing, 1. 744.
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There is some residual doubt about the age o f the betrothed. In Amis and Amiloun, 

as George ElHs observed o f Belisaunt, ‘though the duke still thought her too young to 

behold the tournaments, she thought herself quite old enough for a lover’.B e lisa u n t  

is a headstrong fifteen-year-old, so we must assume that tournaments carried at least a 

15A rating in medieval romance, whereas any twelve-year-old girl might be married 

with parental consent.'* *̂’ In addition to the possible charge o f the spiritual affinity o f  

Floris and Blanchefiour -  she was fostered and nursed by his mother -  a difficulty 

arises with their respective ages. Their infancy lasted ‘So longe she fedde hem in feere 

/ J?at J5ey were o f elde o f seuen 3ere’,'®' after which they were both put to school for 

five years, ‘when Florys shuld wyfe after |?e lawe’ (40). As a twelve-year-old 

grammarian, however, Floris is still two years below the canonical age o f  consent for 

a boy. On mature reflection, his parents may have done him a favour by separating 

him from his beloved Blanchefiour, even if  it was unkind o f them to sell her into 

slavery. In Clariodus, the hero declares the princess o f Galicia a musical prodigy:

George Ellis, Specimens o f  Early English M etrical Romances, 3 vols. (London: Longman, Hurst, 
1805), III, 390. The Duke may have anticipated V ives’s strictures. See below.

Unlike Clifford G eertz’s iconic Balinese cockfight, in The Interpretation o f  Cultures (New York: 
Basic Books, 1973), 412-53, female attendance at tournam ents seems to have been de rigueur. Richard 
B arber and Juliet Barker note the rarity o f  a historical w om an’s refusal to watch, as in the case of 
Isabella o f  Burgundy, in 1449. Tournaments, Jousts, Chivalry and  Pageants in the M iddle Ages 
(W oodbridge; Boydell Press, 1989), 207. In his Instruction o f  a Christen Woman, written at the request 
o f  Catherine o f  Aragon as part o f the educational plan for the young princess Mary, and ‘Englysshed’ 
by Richard Hyrd in 1541, Vives counselled against young ladies’ attendance at ‘plays and joustings o f 
armed men ... A woman that useth those feats, drinketh poison in her heart’. Cited by Robert P. Adams, 
‘Bold Bawdry and Open Manslaughter: The English New H um anist Attack on M edieval R om ance’, 
Huntington Library Quarterly 23 (1959): 46. The infanta m ay have missed the jousting that followed 
the celebration at Greenwich, in 1518, o f  her betrothal to the Dauphin, given that she was only two 
years old at the time.

Floris and Blanchefiour, in M iddle English M etrical Romances, ed. French and Hale, 11. 5 -6 . Carol 
Falvo H effem an’s conjecture that the unidentified father o f  Blanchefiour, in all four acephalous Middle 
English manuscripts, is the Spanish King, father o f  Floris and captor o f  B lancheflour’s m other (see 
below) implies closer affinity. Adverting to the innkeeper’s rem ark on the striking resem blance o f the 
young lovers (11. 445-48), Heffeman suspects scribal censorship o f  rape and incest. The Orient in 
Chaucer and M edieval Romance (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2003), 85ff

C f  Partonopeu de Blois, where the hero’s m inority is an impedim ent to knighthood and marriage 
but not to consensual sex. In raising Partonope’s age from 13 to 18, the English translator removes the 
im propriety and the narrative reason for the two and a half years o f  concealment.

Kathleen Coyne Kelly claims that Blanchefiour was bom  into slavery, given that the Old French 
Floire et B launcheflur supplies the information missing from the English versions that the heroine’s
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‘3it hard I never sic singing this day, / Into na cuntrie, o f sa 3oung ane may’ (Book 1,

1193-94), and proposes the gifted soprano as wife for his friend and ally Palexis (1.

11460-61). The King humours his daughter by offering her the choice o f  the three

assembled knights;

Then luich the King, and said, Its na mervell 
Suppose ane elder woman had it said,
When 3e, dochter, that beine so 3oung ane maid,
Hes chosen him to be 3our paramour.
Clariodus than changit his cullour.

(Book 1, 1550-54)

No wonder the hero had the decency to blush; Cador is only seven years old. Any 

betrothal cannot be activated until she has reached the age o f  consent, but there is no 

indication that five years have passed when, in the final book, the princess is given, 

against her childish judgement, to Palexis, the unelected candidate.'*’"'

The narrative conveys no anxiety for the underaged and undervalued Cador, as her 

husband is indisputably a gentleman. Where the audience is invited to sympathise 

with the woman threatened with marriage against her will, the physical repugnance o f  

the prospective partner is emphasised, as in the case o f the Fere’s unwanted suitor Sir 

Lyoline, whose impairments are itemised as gleefully as those o f  Dame Ragnell;

A fowler man ther may non be 
Ne more vncomely thyng!
Hys hed ys row wyth feltred here,

pregnant Christian mother, the Duchess o f Orleans, was captured by Floris’s father, the Muslim King of 
Spain, and given to the Queen as a lady-in-waiting. ‘The Bartering o f Blauncheflur in the Middle 
English Floris and Blauncheflur', Studies in Philology 9 \ (1994); 101-10.

It is possible that the poet simply forgot her age. There are several instances o f mistaken identity 
(either authorial or scribal) in the text, notably in Book 3,1. 1874 ff, when Clariodus renews his promise 
o f wives for his friends; Cador for Palexis, and Mandonet for Amandur. In addition to the offer o f a 
minor to Palexis, he has committed the further solecism in proposing his married sister to Amandur. It 
seems the bride he had in mind was Donas, the sister of the King o f Spain. There is no inadvertence to 
the age o f the heiress in Sir Tryamour. Helen is seven years old when her father dies, and war breaks 
out, ‘Therfore sche ys gevyn to rede / To take a lorde to rewle and to lede / Hur londe, wyth hys rowte’ 
(II. 634—35), but she is offered not the choice o f  marriage or husband, but assent to the decision to hold 
a tournament to find a suitable lord. Any suggestion that this is intended only as a betrothal rather than 
a marriage is dispelled by the subsequent events. The victorious Tryamour goes home to his mother, 
and in his absence the barons grant Helen two years’ respite, after which she must marry another. Sir 
Tryamour, in Four Middle English Romances, ed. Hudson.
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Blake bryste[l]d as a bore,
His browys full they hynge;
Wyth longe tethe, I warand yow,
Euery lype, I dare avowe,
Hyngyth lyke a blode puddynge.

(Ipomadon 6145-52)

The effictio continues for a further dozen lines; moreover, he smells rank. Disparity in 

age offers insufficient grounds for objection: the suitor may be a battle-scarred 

centenarian, albeit still fighting fit, like Garcy in Le Bone Florence o f  Rome, but it is 

the manifest indignity o f age, especially the infirmity o f the flesh, which ‘trembylde 

for grete elde, / Hys blode colde hys body vnw elde’, that renders the senex amans so 

undesirable.***^

Despite pragmatic warnings in several late romances o f the imprudence o f 

coercion -  ‘For maryage done agaynst the wyll cometh not lyghtly vnto perfeccyon’'^  ̂

-  there is no extenuation for Bevis’s mother, herself the hapless victim o f a January- 

May marriage. She is condemned, largely because she murdered her husband in 

favour o f  a young lover less ‘brused in werre & fi3t’ {Beues, 62), but not least because 

the fine upstanding Guy o f Hampton, though well past his prime -  he married her 

‘whan he was fallen in to elde’ (19) -  was clearly no blustering Sir Garcy but a 

thoroughly respectable Guy, in romance terms. Heroes assume the blessings o f their 

father, whereas villains are cursed with bad mothers. Judas, the arch-villain and 

parricide o f Middle English romance, in addition to his other transgressions, married 

his mother, although she holds Pilate responsible for the incestuous union: ‘Agaynes

1 0 7me wille he weddet me, / To lede my life, Judas with J?e’. Unlike the unholy

Le Bone Florence o f  Rome, ed. Carol Falvo Heffeman (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1976), 11. 94-95. Veteran fighters may be thin on historical ground, but Barber and Barker record that 
on the day o f  his knighting, in Vienna, in 1279, Hugo Tuers jousted with his eighty-year-old 
grandfather. Tournaments, 168.

Valentine and Orson, ed. Arthur Dickson, EETS o.s. 204 (London, 1937), 163-64.
Titus and Vespasian or the Destruction o f  Jerusalem, in rhymed couplets, ed. J. A. Herbert (London: 

Roxburghe Club, 1905), 11. 4783-84.
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alliances described earlier, this one is not instantly dissolved. In the case o f another 

problem family, Raymond, now regretting his impetuous marriage to the enchanting 

Melusine, and mourning the death o f his monastic son Fromont in the abbey fire, 

acrimoniously informs his wife o f  ‘what Gaffray with long toth thy son hath 

Aon\Partenay, 3550, my italics). Retrospectively, he claims coercion into marriage, 

railing at Fortune:

After me made by thy will and uolente 
To take this woman o f the Fayry,
This here diffamed serpent vnto se;

(3473-75)

Though Melusine protested her orthodoxy -  ‘Euery Article beleue 1 and hold / O f

the holy feith catholike nam ed’ (463-64), Raymond continues to harbour grave

suspicions about his spouse. And the charge o f  paganism is always a valid reason in

romance, as in canon law, for refusing an offer o f  marriage. Receiving a proposal

from a Saracen, the daughter the King o f  Tars assures her father she would never

108consider ‘a tirant forto take’. And in Sir Gowther, on being issued with a 

peremptory demand for his daughter from the Sultan, the Emperor is adamant: ‘And y 

wyll not, be Cryst wonde, / Gyffe hor to no hethon hownde’ (391-92). Being ‘dompe 

as any ston’ (389), the daughter is unable to express an opinion on the proposal, but 

after she has regained the power o f speech through the hero’s intervention, we are left 

to infer her agreement to be given in marriage to another heathen hound: Gowther’s 

penance for his unchristian offences, after all, is to eat ‘bot what so he fro tho 

howndus wan, / If it wer gnaffyd or m ard’ (359-60). When he takes up his position 

among the dogs beneath the table, the man becomes no better than the beasts.

The King o f  Tars, ed. Judith Perryman (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1980), 1. 63.
See Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, ‘Gowther among the Dogs: Becoming Inhuman c. 1400’, in Becoming 

M ale in the M iddle Ages, ed. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen and Bonnie Wheeler (New York: Garland 
Publishing, 1997): 2 1 9 ^ 4 . Gowther’s penance or poor canine teeth may have dictated pre-masticated
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Assuming that the suitor is neither a heathen hound nor a hideous centenarian, and 

that the romance heroine is not already betrothed, she has no narrative reason to refuse 

a respectable offer o f marriage. Many medieval parents might well have shared the 

exasperation o f the Earl, whose daughter Felice appears to have exceeded her 

complement of three offers of marriage:

‘Douhter,’ he seyd, ‘now vnder-stond;
Why wiltow haue non husbond 

I>at mi3t J?e spouse wij? pride? 
t>ou has ben desired of mani man.
& 3ete no wostow neuer nan 

For nou3t J)at mi3t bitide.
Leue douhter hende and fre,
Telle me now, par charite.

What man j^ou wilt abide.’
{Guy, Auchinleck st. 8)

Where the Auchinleck Earl is exercised by her procrastination, the Caius Earl shows a

proprietary concern for his land and lineage:

Doughter, thou take the an housebonde.
Thou art heire to all my londe.
Dukes and Erles desire the,
That come oute of farre contree:
Noon o f theim thou wolt take.
How longe wolt thou bee withoute make?

(Caius 7339^4)

The Felice o f the former version replies at once, but the Caius heroine shows more 

circumspection, taking three days to consider the merits of the only man she has in 

mind. In each case her father is delighted with her nomination of Guy, although the 

Auchinleck Earl’s approval of the inconstancy o f his future son-in-law -  ‘He haj? ben 

desired o f mani woman, / & he ha}? forsaken hem euerilcan’ (st.lO) -  is perhaps a little 

premature, given that the hero will desert his bride a fortnight after their marriage.

bones, but according to the fifteenth-century Book o f  Curtasye (MS Sloane 1986), in Early English 
M eals and Manners, ed. Furaivall, 11. 629-30, hunting hounds were granted daily rations o f  a 
halfpennyworth o f  pedigree dog food.
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Sooner or later every knight in active service encounters the occupational hazard 

o f the desiring woman, usually the daughter o f his lord. Some are easier to withstand 

than others: in Amis and Amiloun, the Duke’s daughter Belisaunt, denied the spectacle 

o f  the tournament, ascertains from her maids who was the most acclaimed contestant, 

and develops an instant ardour for the winner, her father’s butler Amis. Wishing no 

discourtesy to the Duke, Amis resists her advances, but she is not so soon 

discouraged. While she was confined to her hour, Belisaunt the bright has evidently 

been gainfially employed in the scriptural study o f  the art o f  seduction, and is well 

versed in the role o f  Potiphar’s wife:

Mi kerchef and mi clothes anon 
Y schal torende doun ichon 
And say with michel wrong.
With strengthe thou hast me todrawe;
Ytake thou schalt be thurch londes lawe 
And dempt heighe to hong!

(631- 36 )

Amis, who values his life a little more than his honour, agrees to a compromise 

involving a seven-day stay o f  execution o f  her plan. A week later, when dishonour has 

been satisfied, the requisite evil steward reports the liaison, which is vigorously denied 

by both parties. Amis persuades his boyhood friend Amiloun to impersonate him in 

trial by combat, thereby saving him from committing the more heinous offence o f 

perjury. With his integrity thus vicariously vindicated by Amiloun’s success, Amis 

marries his seducer and fathers two children.

Strangely, for so brazen a beginning, Belisaunt becomes a model wife, more after 

the example o f the virtuous Sarah than o f Joseph’s jail-bait. She accepts without 

demur her husband’s decision to slit their children’s throats so that their precious 

blood may be used to cure Amiloun o f the leprosy he has contracted in consequence
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of the deception of the Duke,"** and echoes Amis’s sentiments: ‘God may sende ous 

childer mo, / Of hem have thou no care’ (2393-94). Her faith in divine justice and her 

husband’s better judgement is rewarded: Amiloun is healed and the two sacrificial 

infants restored to life.

Marriage, however, has not transformed Amiloun’s wife into a patient Griselda. 

‘So wicked and schrewed was his w iif (1561) that she objects to his laying down 

another man’s life for his friend; worse still, she evicts her leprous husband from the 

family home and subjects him to a life of beggary, for which she will herself be 

banished to a purpose-built anchorage and maintained on a diet of bread and water. 

Forced by a neo-biblical famine to forage ftxrther afield for food, Amiloun arrives, like 

Benjamin, at the court of the present Duke, the newly ennobled Amis, where he is also 

accused of stealing a gold cup. After the recognition scene, he receives Belisaunt’s 

tender ministrations: ‘And thus in gest as we say, / Tuelmoneth in her chaumber he 

lay’ (2185-86). How we interpret her hospitality depends on which gestes we read. 

While SS Julian and Elizabeth of Hungary are both commended in hagiographic 

romance for their incubation of lepers, calumniated queens are accused of turpitude in 

allegedly putting the diseased or deformed in their beds, most notably in Sir Aldingar.

If shee had chosen a right good knight.
The lesse had beene her shame;

But she hath chosen a lazar man.
Which is both blinde and lam e.' ' '

' Kratins interprets the affliction as a blessing rather than a curse, a teste o f  ‘trewthe’ rather than a 
punishment from God. ‘The Middle English Amis and A m ilo u n 352.
''' Paul Christopherson, Ballad  o/^Sir Aldingar: Its Origin and Analogues (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1952). Christopherson reproduces the emended Childs version o f  the text from the Percy MS o f c.1650. 
Elinore, the calumniated wife o f  King Harry is rescued from judicial burning by a young boy, who cuts 
the accuser down to size by amputating his legs at the knee. According to Christopherson (110), the 
leprosy m otif occurs in the English and Scottish but not the Scandinavian versions o f  the ballad. He 
speculates that the introduced names imply residual hostility to Eleanor o f  Aquitaine, ‘a woman o f  
doubtful virtue’ (17), though it seems more likely to call into question Henry’s judgement.
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Amis and Amiloun is ostensibly a celebration o f blood-brotherhood rather than

conjugal love; the vows o f friendship, as we saw earlier, displace the marriage vows.

Nevertheless, the marriages are being compared, and the unnamed wife o f Amiloun

found wanting in marital affection. Kratins convicts her o f a spiritual rather than a

legal offence, believing that medieval law would have approved her action in turning

1 12

her leprous husband out o f the house. In textual terms, she is a ‘wikked w y f , who 

compounds her misdeeds by planning a bigamous marriage."^ Poetic justice is 

wrought by the cured Amiloun’s return home on an errand o f love, albeit with his 

blood-brother and a retinue o f five hundred knights, just in time to disrupt the surprise 

ceremony much in the manner o f  King Horn:

Glad and blyth were they that day.
Who so myght skape away 
And fie fi-o that bredale.

(2470- 72)

Belisaunt, however, escapes censure: the narrator remains resolutely neutral in his 

description o f  her premarital conduct, never accusing her o f immodesty, entrapment or 

deception, while George Kane commends her for having ‘the courage o f her 

affections’." '’ Prior to the consummation, she is usually denoted as ‘that mirie 

m aiden’, as if  her behaviour indicated mere youthful indiscretion;"^ once married, she 

becomes a constant and compliant wife. Not only is her seduction o f Amis a

"■ Kratins, ‘The Middle English Amis and Amiloun', 352. Kratins oversimplifies the legal position. 
While Urban III granted a divorce to a woman whose husband had contracted leprosy, Alexander III 
had insisted that such a marriage remained binding. If the marriage had been consummated, even where 
one party had contracted leprosy, the marital debt remained enforceable. Brundage, Law, Sex, and 
Christian Society, 269, 335. Significantly, we are not told o f  any children bom to Amiloun’s marriage.

In the Anglo-Norman source, Amiloun narrowly avoids committing what Kratins calls ‘technical 
bigamy’ by marrying Belisaunt in the guise o f  Amis. ‘The Middle English Amis and Amiloun', 350.

Kane, M iddle English Literature, 30. Kane is fiilsome in his praise o f  this ‘frank, forthright and loyal 
woman who is splendidly typical o f  the active type o f  romance heroine’, likening her to Floripas, 
Melidor and Melior, discussed below.

When the vindictive King sets his daughter, the 'mirie’ Desonell and her illegitimate son adrift, he 
vows: ‘By god, thy myrth is gone for aye, / Spousage wyll thou none bide!’ {Torrent, 11. 1790-91), in 
an instance o f  ‘w o’ that is not ‘in mariage’.
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functional necessity to the plot, but her determined pursuit o f  the gratification o f her 

desire allows the men to gratify theirs.

Nicola McDonald has characterised the popular Middle English romances as

‘predominantly stories about desire’; whether for love, wealth, power or patrimony,

the desire ‘always finds satisfaction’."^ Gratification, o f course, like the icing on the

cake, is something we learn to leave until last: as McDonald observes, it signifies the

end o f  the aventure, the arrival at the terminus. But the remarkable aspect o f female

desire is its early gratification and late vindication. The desiring or ‘wooing woman’

typical o f twelfth-century chansons de gestes, Judith Weiss maintains, though alien to

the spirit o f courtly romance, where proposals o f marriage are the male privilege, was

happily integrated in Anglo-Norman romance and its thirteenth-century Middle

English adaptations."^ The only stipulation is that the woman must be o f noble birth.

This is clearly observed in Amis and Amiloun (c. 1300), the earlier King Horn and near

contemporary narratives o f  Horn Childe and Beues, all based on Anglo-Norman

sources. In each case the heroine seizes the initiative: having identified the most

desirable knight in the kingdom, she applies herself tenaciously to the task o f attaining

him. In the late fourteenth-century stanzaic Ipomadon, however, the part o f the

‘wooing woman’ is played by the heroine’s maid Imayne, who exploits her role as

envoy to Ipomadon to present her allegedly superior social and amorous credentials,

and receives an incisive rebuff: when she sidles up to his bed, he sinks his teeth into 

118her outstretched arm.

Nicola McDonald, ‘A Polemical Introduction’, in Pulp Fictions, ed, McDonald, 13.
Judith Weiss. ‘The Wooing Woman in Anglo-Norman Romance’, in Romance in M edieval England, 

ed. Mills et al., 149-50. Weiss believes this is one reason why English romance is regarded as primitive 
and uncultivated.

In the couplet version, the recumbent hero ‘bygan for to rese, / As he wold take hyr by the nese’. 
Ipomydon, 11. 1831-32. Judicial denasatio was customarily imposed on women convicted o f  sexual 
offences. In hagiography it is more often self-inflicted by misogamous maidens (see Chapter 2, n. 158); 
in romance and fable female treachery attracts such summary justice, as in Marie de France’s 
Bisclavrei, where the werewolf severs his faithless w ife’s nose.
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Imayne is portrayed as a fool for love, cursing herself repeatedly for her folly. No 

matter how well bom, a maid will never overcome the narrative disability o f ancillary 

status. But a heroine’s desire has other narrative obstacles to surmount: in W eiss’s 

summary, how to make her an admirable figure and not a ‘contemptible slut’.' Each 

//orn-poet protected the heroine’s virtue by allowing her a rehearsal with the wrong 

man, the impeccably gentil friend and ally o f  the hero, before permitting her to 

proposition the right man -  surely an exercise in delayed gratification. And in Beues, 

the hero is in fact the spouse that Josian’s father, the Saracen King o f  Armenia, first 

had in mind for his daughter, but Bevis dismissed the offer, being unwilling to abjure. 

The heroine, however, is not discouraged and makes several sorties to his chamber. 

Ignoring his advice that she would be better suited to a rich Saracen, she persists:

Ichauede J)e leuer to me lemman,
I>e bodi in |?e scherte naked, 
f>an al |)e gold, }Dat Crist haj? maked.
And jjow wost wi{) me do wille!

(1106-9)

Despite being told to go away and stop harassing him, at the third attempt she 

discovers the magic formula, promising that she will ‘Min false godes al for-sake / 

And cristendom for Ĵ e loue take!’(l 195-96), whereupon his resistance instantly 

crumbles, leaving the lurking steward to perform his set-piece o f malice.

As Bevis’s virtue is attested by his refiasal to renounce his religion, so Josian’s is 

established through her readiness to embrace both the hero and his creed. Marsabelle 

appears to view as a privilege the opportunity for apostasy:

Sir, if  that thou myghte me wyn,
I wolde forsake all my kyn,

Als 1 them never knewe.
(Northern Octavian, 1514-16)

W eiss,‘Wooing Woman’, 152.
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This is even more evident in the English Charlemagne romances, where Saracen 

princesses abandon faith and fatherland for the sake o f crusading knights. In The 

Sowdone o f  Baby lone and Firumbras, the Sultan’s daughter Floripas uses the cover o f 

her father’s assault on Christendom to launch her own assault on Guy o f Burgundy, 

despite her inability to make a positive identification among the paladins. Though it 

may not qualify as love at first sight, the princess’s passion is compelling:

A, him have I loved many a day;
And yet knowe I him noght.
For his loue I do alle that I maye,
To chere you with dede and thought.
For his love wille 1 cristenede be 
And lefe Mahoundes laye.
Spekith to him nowe for me.
As 1 you truste maye;
And but he wole graunte me his loue,
O f you askape shalle none here.
By him, jjat is almyghty aboue.
Ye shalle abye it ellis ful dere.'^°

Guy’s response to being held to ransom for their collective safety is unfavourable, but 

his initial intransigence owes less to his immunity fi'om the charms o f either Floripas 

or freedom than to a prior commitment: ‘Wyle I neuer take hire ner no woman, / But 

Charles the kinge hir me gife’ (1911-12). Any misgivings about fining for marrying 

without his lord’s permission are dispelled by the deeper anxiety for their survival o f 

the siege. To collegiate relief, ‘At the laste he sayde, he wolde’ (1924).

Noblewomen enjoy rights and privileges not admissible to those o f  humbler 

origins, but to Sultans’ daughters accrue the additional benefits o f exoticism. It is 

perhaps an early indication o f orientalism that Middle English romance permits 

Saracen women to disport in a manner that might be considered indecorous in a

The Sow’done o f  Bahylone, in The English Charlemagne Romances, part 5, ed. Emil Hausknecht, 
EETS e.s. 38 (London, 1881), 11. 1891-902.
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modest Christian maiden. W hether or not the poets harboured fantasies about the

greater licence o f pagan princesses, it is significant that this notional availability is

121restricted to the heroes o f Christendom. The only other women freed from romantic

convention are fairy queens, who are typically even more generous with their favours

to the men o f  their choice. While Saracen riches are soon spent, fairy wealth is

inexhaustible, which doubtless explains why Sir Thopas sought an elf-queen as a

solution to his errancy. To be seduced by the promise o f marriage to a woman who is

exceedingly rich as well as beautiful may well be the pipe-dream o f every knave who

is not an expropriated prince. But the life o f  unimaginable ease and plenty is subject to

the seemingly impertinent conditions o f  the marriage contract, which o f course the

hero is unable to keep. Raymond may never visit Melusine on a Saturday; Partonope

must not attempt to catch sight o f  Melior for two and a half years; Sir Launfal is

122sworn to secrecy by Dame Tryamour. Each breaks the terms o f his contract and is

barred from the bower o f  bliss until such time as he has earned the right o f  re-entry.

Fairy queens may be free to bestow their favours as they wish, but being

unregulated by married women’s property rights they are also at liberty to reclaim

them at any time. Wish-fulfilment has been identified as a preoccupation o f  bourgeois

romances, yet the urban middle classes were surely the least likely to stake their small

fortunes on high-risk ventures. Fairy fortunes, like their followers, have a habit o f

vanishing into thin air. Launfal leaves without trace or issue; he is not seen again, save

for the one day a year when his horse comes in search o f another innocent abroad. In

Jeffrey Jerome Cohen follows Lacan and Kristeva in averring that ‘fantasies o f  racial difference are 
always constructed through a structure o f  enjoyment’ conducive to a representational identity which is 
resistant to historical change. ‘On Saracen Enjoyment: Some Fantasies o f  Race in Late Medieval 
France and England’, Journal o f  M edieval and Early Modern Studies 31 (2001); 124. Cohen finds The 
Sowdone ‘obsessed with Saracen enjoyment’. In this instance, the jouissance  appears, however, to 
attack the disinterested stance o f  the Christian narrative: Christian knights enjoy Saracen spoils.

On Saturdays Melusine is transformed into a serpent; by his infraction Raymond condemns her to 
serpentine immortality. Melior’s powers o f  illusion are destroyed by Partonope’s transgression: their 
unseen love becomes visible and shameful (but see above, n. 102). Tryamour’s insistence on secrecy 
seems arbitrary.

266



most narratives an attractive heiress who desires with decorum represents a sounder 

investment, even if, as Helen Cooper wryly remarks:

One would not normally expect one’s capital assets to have a mind o f  their 
own, to choose their possessor, or to determine their own investment in their 
future; and even less that such a capital asset should be represented as the most 
desirable kind o f all. In the romances, however, that is exactly what happens, 
on numerous occasions. The heiress who insists on her freedom to love where 
she will, and who sets out to win the man she has chosen, is not only endorsed 
but celebrated.

But the subversive potential o f romance to challenge the father’s jurisdiction over his 

daughter’s matrimonial affairs never succeeds in undermining the social institution o f 

marriage. There are three reasons for the radical failure: first, her freedom o f choice is 

vindicated because she selects an unexceptionable man. No heroine chooses a churl; 

every foundling turns out to have a distinguished ancestry as well as an illustrious 

future, justifying Susan W ittig’s verdict ‘that worth and birth are synonymous, that 

only a nobleman can be a noble m an’.'^'' The pre-eminence o f the elect, or the 

morbidity o f hostile parents and fellow diehards, tends to reduce the opposition.

Second, her freedom to choose is a restricted offer: it applies only to heroines. 

Though she may be lucky enough to be awarded her first choice, all other women in 

the narrative are consigned to what has been aptly described as the ‘matrimonial

1 c

clearing-house’, where they must gratefully accept whatever offers remain. The 

hero usually takes charge o f the distribution o f discarded and redundant women, 

making a personal donation o f his unwanted gifts o f  kings’ daughters. At the end o f 

Ipomadon, in Homstein’s cryptic summary, ‘the lovers... are united, various persons

Helen Cooper, The English Romance in Time: Transforming Motifs from Geoffrey o f  Monmouth to 
the Death o f  Shakespeare (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 227.

Wittig, Stylistic and Narrative Structures, 189.
John Revell Reinhard, Amadas et Ydoine: An Historical Study (Durham, N.C.: Duke University 

Press, 1927), 64.
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1 "yfirewarded’. Imayne’s reward for failing to win the best knight, in what sounds 

suspiciously like a January-May marriage, is to be bestowed on his old master. 

Clariodus charitably appoints his friends and allies as husbands to one another’s 

sisters. When Degrebelle has been released from the Oedipal fate of marrying his 

mother, the sympathetic King o f Sydon offers him the compensation o f his daughter 

Organata, repudiated fifteen years earlier by Degrebelle’s father Eglamour. And in an 

ambiguous gesture, Gowther presents his widowed mother to the Earl who first 

expressed his doubts about the hero’s paternity. Romance dowagers, it appears, do not 

enjoy the provisions of Magna Carta. In all cases, once the hero has tied the knot, all 

remaining loose ends are gathered up in the narrative.

Even the heroines who insist on their own right o f self-determination evince no 

enthusiasm for extending the privilege to other women. Having aithlessly established 

her own unassailable claim to the man of her choice, Floripas demonstrates that her 

Saracen sisters are as much at her mercy as the douzepers;

‘Lordynges,’ sayde floryp, ‘ne haue 3e no doute:
The tour hys strong y-now, with-Inne and with-oute.
There whyle fiat 3e hit hald, schal no man it wynne.
Take we it alle in myrj^e Ĵ at we haue here-Inne! 
ffyftene maydenes we be3t now here.
Eche man chese h>rn a mayde J?at hym lyketh to fere! 
y haue y-chose J^ere my lykej), my lemman Gy.’
‘Damysel,’ sayde Roulond, ‘ye sey Curtesi;
Thys ys a noble confort o f suche a lady.
Welle au3t 3e to be a lady & welle y-tolde bye!’'^’

In this marital tour de force, it may be a noble comfort to three o f the maidens that 

they at least ‘askape shalle ... here’. Happy to have escaped the fate o f becoming the 

Emir’s annual wife, Blancheflour confers this singular privilege on her accomplice:

Homstein, ‘Miscellaneous Romances’, \n Manual., ed. Burke Severs, 154.
'■’ Fintmhras, in Firumhms and Otuel and Roland, ed. Mary Isabelle O ’Sullivan, EETS o.s. 198 
(Oxford, 1935), 11. 853-62. This edition reproduces the Fillingham version (BL MS Add.37492).
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And }3rou3 consel o f Blauncheflour,
Clarys was fet doun o f }5e toure,
And Amyral wedded hur to queene.

(F/om, 1068-70)

If several heroines are swept up in the narrative enthusiasm for marriage, they 

have carried with them those arbiters o f reader response who determine what women 

want by essentialising female desire. Thus Lee Ramsey assures us that what the 

‘average woman .... dreamed about was marriage to a man who got what he dreamed

1 7 Qabout. His fantasies became hers too’. Regrettably, neither ‘average’ nor even 

exceptional historical women recorded their dreams for posterity: Ramsey is relying 

on his own psychic reading o f the romances. For those who see no alternative, 

marriage becomes the best o f all possible worlds; ideological fantasies are all too 

easily internalised by critics.

The third and most compelling reason why the institution o f marriage resists 

narrative subversion is that the woman’s selection o f whom to wed does not imply the 

election o f whether to wed. The inattention o f the text to canonical consent is 

accompanied by the circumscription o f choice. Throughout the three-century lifecycle 

o f Middle English romance, while the narratives condone the heroine’s rejection o f a 

suitor on the grounds o f  his faith or physical imperfections -  no Saracens or hirsute 

giants need apply -  and even celebrate her stand, they do not authorise the persistent

In this notably non-violent narrative Bart Veldhoen observes the use o f  archetypal female symbols -  
cups and a ring rather than swords and lances. ‘F loris and Blauncheflour: To Indulge the Fancy and to 
H ear o f  Love’, in Companion to Early M iddle English Literature, ed. N. H. G. E. Veldhoen and H. 
Aertsen (Amsterdam: VU University Press, 1995), 59. F loris’s aides are rem unerated with either silver 
replicas or the original gold cup for which Blancheflour was sold and is subsequently redeemed; 
Blancheflour’s assistant is rewarded with the potent m asculine figure o f  the Emir. Kathleen Coyne 
Kelly intuits less the absence o f militarism than the presence o f mercantilism , finding more evidence o f 
com m odity trading than o f  love in this ‘bourgeois’ M iddle English romance. ‘B artering’, passim.
Claris does indeed appear to have been ‘com m odified’ in this instance o f  import substitution.

Lee C. Ramsey, Chivalric Romances: Popular Literature in M edieval England (Bloomington; 
Indiana University Press, 1983), 109. In M adeleine Jeay’s conspectus o f  continental popular literature, 
the texts transmit the authoritative message o f  marriage as ‘le seul avenir possible’ for women. But this 
does not justify  her conclusion that marriage ‘represente un etat enviable’. ‘De I’autel au berceau. Rites 
et fonctions du mariage dans la culture populaire au moyen age’, in La Culture Populaire au Moyen 
Age. Etudes presentees au quatrieme colloque de I’lnstitut d ’etudes medievales de I’Universite de 
M ontreal, 2 -3  avril 1977, ed. Pierre Boglioni (Montreal: L ’Aurore, 1979), 42.
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refusal o f all offers. The haughtiness o f  the heroines o f  earlier romances -  like Felice 

and the Fere, who will marry only the best knight in the land -  is sustained by the 

narrative: their kingdoms need the best knight to guarantee political stability and 

national security. But in the late romances, ‘proude pucelles in am ours’ pose a threat 

to the maintenance o f  social order and the necessity o f  good governance at every level 

o f society. In Blanchardyn and Eglantine, the hero is persuaded by an old knight to 

court the ‘lorguylleuse dam ours’ who has so far declined all proposals o f marriage. 

She may marry whom she pleases, the informant declares, as long as she does so 

expeditiously. He knows, as she may not, that she must capitulate: ‘God gyue grace 

that this may be soone. and that he to whom we wolde wysshe moste good in this 

worlde, be cause o f the reformacion o f suche an obstynate w ylle’ (37). Even for the 

noble Eglantine, matrimony is not an option but a foregone conclusion in the 

narrative. The misogamous w om an’s resistance to marriage and the reformation o f her 

obstinate will are the subjects o f the two remaining chapters.
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Chapter 6 

Resisting Marriage in l\/liddle English Romance

ffro the first day o f hir natiuite,
ffiill humbly they hir be sought that she
Wold be maryed, for that was ther a vise.
But that she wold not in no maner a wyse.

Generydes

The heroines o f  medieval romance attract greater admiration from importunate Sultans 

than from contemporary critics. Besotted courtiers may detect innumerable merits in 

the merry maidens ‘bri3t o f  ble’, but scholars have found them uniformly vapid and 

functionally idle. In Lee Ramsey’s stark summary; ‘All romance heroines suffer: that 

is their mode o f existence. About the only act they ever perform is to resist the 

advances o f suitors.’' The curious narrative collusion o f much modem commentary 

ignores the myriad examples o f female competence in counselling, administration and 

man-management. Modem disenchantment with the behaviour o f  non-commissioned 

women soldiers on active service may account for the muted enthusiasm for the 

militant feminism o f the unnamed wife o f Isumbras who volunteers to fight alongside 

him, Tn armes as it were a knyght’ {Isumbras, 719), seeing off thirty thousand 

Saracens between them, but it does not explain the inadvertence to her earlier role not 

as the Sultan’s consort but as his foreign consul. Most heroines are not as

' Ramsey, Chivalric Romances, 177. The absence of personal names of some leading ladies or the 
multiplicity of cognomens may have misled readers: the duplicated Florences and Meliors, Melidor, 
Meliades and the easily confiised Cristabelle, Desonelle, Marsabelle, Mirabelle, and even the young 
Degrebelle, labouring under the misapprehension of his feminine monicker, tend to encourage rash 
generalisation. See appendix for the dramatis personae.
'  ‘The Sawdon with hys owne hand / Corownyd here quene of his land / To sende here over the see’ (11. 
292-94). In her introduction to the text, Hudson treats this appointment merely as a plot device to 
preserve the kidnapped wife’s fidelity to her husband. See Hudson, Four Middle English Romances. 
Women’s active participation in the First Crusade is well, if  not always enthusiastically, documented. 
William o f Tyre records that ‘even women, forgetfiil o f their sex, and having grown heedless of frailty, 
presumed to take up the use of arms, they played a manful role above their strength’. Cited by Conor 
Kostick, ‘Women and the First Crusade: Prostitutes or Pilgrims?’ in Studies on Medieval and Early 
Modern Women 4: Victims or Viragos?' ed. Christine Meek and Catherine Lawless (Dublin: Four 
Courts Press, 2005), 61.
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expeditiously engaged as Isumbras’s wife, but neither do they exist in that romantic 

torpor from which only a proposal o f marriage can arouse their righteous indignation.

Ramsey’s caricature o f the heroine as distressed gentlewoman reduces her to a 

narrative accident waiting for the betrothal to materialise, and through a ‘perverse 

wish-fulfillment’, ensuring her deliverance by human or divine intervention. It is no 

surprise, therefore, that in the perceived similarity with the saint’s life he finds ‘the 

same kind o f  vibrant, passionate distress’.̂  Far from sending out pathetic relief 

signals, marriage-evading heroines devise strategies o f resistance that bear a striking 

resemblance to those observed in the Lives o f  Barbara and Ursula, as expounded in 

Chapters 3 and 4. This chapter examines the range o f  responses that conform to either 

the Barbara model o f uncompromising refusal to surrender or the Ursuline posture o f 

deferred agreement, and, in several instances, a synthetic alternative. Sometimes the 

resistance is explicit in the narrative; more often it is so well disguised that it escapes 

detection by parents, suitors and readers.

In the typical resistance tale the embattled heroine prepares to withstand a suitor’s 

assault. Few besieged heroines are immured in an impenetrable tower, either at their 

own or their parent’s or guardian’s behest, facing the prospect o f being starved or 

beaten into submission; like Barbara, most enjoy freedom o f egress, if  not the luxury 

o f sanitation, while being held under the steward’s constant surveillance in the castle 

demesne. The domestic fortification, increasingly common in late medieval urban 

architecture, may have purported to defend against enemy incursion but, as Graham 

Drake notes, in a violation o f the idea o f  home as a place o f  safety, the heroines o f 

Middle English romance are at greatest risk o f  detention against their will by a

’ Ramsey, Chivalric Romances, 111.
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member o f  their own family."* Thus the lovely Galazye, in Valentine and Orson 

{c. 1502), already demanded that year by ‘fourtene kynges strong and puissant’ is 

confined by her father in conditions not unlike those o f the prose Vie de Saint Barbe:

And because that Brandyffer woulde not mary her yet he made her to be kepte 
sumptously in that castell, becase it was the strongest o f all his lands. That 
same castell was hyghe, and had many great thycke square toures, and wel 
fortefyed.^

M elusine’s plans for Castle Lusignen include ‘Too strong toures made with a huge 

dongun, / And Enuiron an hy with wardes strong that day’ (Partenay, 1130-31), 

thereby disabusing the reader o f any ‘sentimental feminism’ in architectural design.^ 

Donjons naturally lent themselves to a variety o f uses, most o f them convivial 

rather than custodial. Dominique Barthelemy criticises the inference o f rigid social 

and sexual segregation by storey, that ‘the higher one climbed in the tower, the more 

private, secluded, and “feminine” the space becam e’, arguing, from the literary 

evidence, that public and private spaces were determined by ftinction not form: ‘They 

were whatever men and women wished to make o f  them’.̂  The hero’s manhood rather 

than the hundred-fathom height o f the tower o f maidens impedes his access to his 

beloved Blancheflour, detained at the pleasure o f  the Emir o f Babylon, and closely 

guarded by trusty servants ‘as a capoun dy3t’ {Floris, 594). But when, at the amenable 

porter’s suggestion, Floris is secreted in a basket o f  flowers, the two maidens charged

* Graham N. Drake, ‘Not Safe Even in Their Own Castles: Reading Domestic Violence Against 
Children in Four Middle English Romances’, in Domestic Violence, ed. Salisbury et al., 148-50.
 ̂ Valentine and Orson, ed. Dickson, 229-30.
 ̂I borrow the term from Julia Boffey’s discussion o f  putative female authorship and the recent 

tendency to seek to ‘identify a woman’s mind behind every expression o f  strong personal feeling’. 
‘Women Authors and Women’s Literacy in Fourteenth- and Fifteenth-Century England’, in Women and 
Literature, ed. Meale, 174. Tower-design was imitable; thus Floris was advised to approach the tower 
in the guise o f  a master mason: ‘Sey Jd o u  art a gynoure / To beholde {jat feire toure, / For to loke and for 
to fonde / To make suche another in )>y londe’ (Floris, 665-68).
 ̂Dominique Barthelemy, ‘Civilizing the Fortress: Eleventh to Thirteenth Century’, in A History o f  

Private Life, vol. 2, Revelations o f  the M edieval World, ed. Georges Duby, trans. Arthur Goldhammer 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, Belknap Press, 1988), 417-18.
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with the interflora delivery -  ‘So heuy charged neuer |Dey wore’ (742) -  could 

scarcely be expected to lug the ‘lepe’ to the top of the tower. In any case, cursing their 

commission, they dump the basket in the wrong one o f the ‘twoo and fourty nobell 

boure’ (584). And in The Squyr o f  Lowe Degre, when the prostrate lover makes his 

complaint in the arbour, ‘That lady herde his moumyng all, / Right under the chambre 

wair.^ If she was able to hear his lament above the dawn chorus and through a glazed 

window, her chamber was most likely situated on the first floor.^

While fairy castles may appear ethereal. Sparrow-hawk castle, ‘tho off Fairy both 

fourged & made’ {Partenay, 5371), to which Melusine’s sister Melior was confmed as 

resident caretaker, was somewhat inconveniently situated in the outer reaches of 

Armenia -  in romance geography, Armenia signifies the frontier state o f the mainly 

Muslim Orient, exotic but not uncivilised -  yet under the auspices o f the King’s 

daughter Josian, the Armenian palace becomes a sanctuary for Christian soldiers. The 

princess enjoys considerable influence at court; she also enjoys the panoramic view 

from the tower: it enables her to see and be seen by the h e r o . W h i l e  the hero engages 

in a skinnish first with a boar and then with a bevy of foresters, leaving the beast and 

ten men dead, ‘losian lai in a castel / & se3 J)at sconfit euerich del’ {Beues, 889-90). 

And when Bevis rejects her immodest proposal, she indulges in the constructive -  or 

rather, destructive -  pathetic fallacy: ‘Hire J)ou3te, |)e tour wolde on hire falle’ (1140). 

Years later, hearing that he has lost his beloved to the barbarous King Yvor, the 

absentee returns to reconnoitre the castle and devise the rescue plan, whereupon he

* The Squire o f  Low Degree, in Sentimental and Humorous Romances, ed. Kooper, 11. 91-92.
’ According to the custom o f  London, the height o f  the window sill should be sixteen feet above ground 
level, i.e. the nominal height o f  the multi-purpose hall. Diane Shaw, ‘The Construction o f  the Private in 
Medieval London’, Journal o f  M edieval and Early Modern Studies 26 (1996); 457.

Wittig identifies the ‘lady in the tower’ as the constant nuclear component o f  the ‘spectator’ motifeme 
(the structural three-slot pattern in the narrative), a constancy that is replicated in medieval illustrations 
o f tournaments. Stylistic and Narrative Structures, 90. Romance towers are clearly distinguishable from 
defence fortifications. As Christine Carpenter writes o f  grandiose late medieval English gentry 
residences, ‘the size and frequency o f  the windows’ betray a ‘fantasy castle’. Locality and Polity, 200.
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beholds the heroine. She is captured in an exquisite moment o f melancholy, framed in 

the casement ‘be a touret, / t»at was in Ĵ e castel iset’ (2099-100), bewailing her fate, 

as has been her daily routine for the past seven years. But this classic image o f 

abjection is utterly contrived. Though married against her will, Josian is neither 

bloodied nor bowed, having preserved her virginity by means o f a magic ring with 

passion-killing properties, and is at perfect liberty to visit the stables, the passport to 

flight from her enchanted spouse. She invents the ruse that distracts her husband, and 

elicits the support o f  her chamberlain; Bevis is required only to fall in with her plans.

Josian leads a charmed life, and her immunity from lions -  ensured not by a magic 

ring but by the triple indemnity o f being a king’s daughter, a queen and a virgin" -  

renders her a first-class fellow-traveller. Unfortunately, her fellowship, and signally 

her superior skill in taming savage beasts, threatens the hero’s self-esteem. A pride o f 

lions, it seems, is more easily brought to heel than superb virility. Instead o f thanking 

her graciously for her offer o f  assistance, Bevis takes umbrage at the imagined slight.

And seide; ‘Dame, forsoth, y-wys,
I my3t 3elp o f lytel prys.
There y had a lyon quelde,
t>e while a woman a nother helde!
Thow shalt neuer vmbraide me.
When j?ou comest hoom to my contre:
But ]3ou let hem goo both twoo,
Haue good day, fro {)e y goo!’

(2413-20)

O f all the heroines o f Middle English romance Josian is perhaps the most 

independent and resourceful. As a typical tower lady, the only daughter o f  a widowed 

king, she operates in the splendid isolation o f  a male-dominated court; like Barbara 

she is surrounded by male courtiers and appears to have no female confidantes. After

" Romance lions, unlike heroes, require proof only o f  royal not virginal blood. In Octavian, Florence, a 
king’s daughter and calumniated queen, is granted immunity from the lioness that stole, suckled and 
subsequently surrendered her twin son unharmed. The lioness remains as guardian and nurse to mother 
and child.
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escaping the first coerced marriage with her integrity and her commitment to Bevis 

intact -  he has made it perfectly clear that he is under episcopal orders not to take a 

wife, ‘boute She were clene maide’ (1969) -  she suffers the same fate as Rymenhild in 

being wed a second time against her will. Saints may enjoy divine immunity, but 

romance heroines must take precautions to retain their maidenhood. On this occasion, 

whether in accordance with Helen Cooper’s thesis o f malfunctioning magic or 

because the ring is no longer guaranteed, she leaves nothing to enchantment.'^ Like 

Rymenhild, she has no intention o f  submitting to her spouse, but she needs neither 

knife nor sword concealed about her person to accomplish a feat worthy o f  the Old 

Testament heroine Judith. When the odious Miles comes to her chamber intending to 

mellow her with alcohol, she seeks the special favour o f  privacy; he agrees to dismiss 

the courtiers, locks the door behind him, and draws

A couertine on raile tre.
For noman scholde on bed ise. 
losian be-jDou3te on hi3ing.
On a towaile 3he made knotte riding,
Aboute his nekke She hit J5rew 
And on |)e raile tre She drew;
Be |?e nekke She ha{) him vp tiSt 
& let him so ride al |De niSt.

(Auchinleck 3217-24)

Though the manuscripts differ on the manner o f  his demise -  in some versions, Josian 

fashions a slip-knot from her girdle instead o f  the towel -  they all agree that she

I  ^succeeded in strangling him. Unlike Judith, Josian does not steal away like a th ief in 

the night, his head in her holdall, but enjoys a long leisurely lie-in, which the 

dismissed courtiers have the discretion not to disturb:

'■ For ‘magic that doesn’t work’ see Cooper, English Romance in Time, chapter 3.
E.g. ‘There losyan made with her hond / On her gurdill a knott rennand’. Manchester MS Chetham 

8009,11. 3219-20, in Sir Beues ofH am toun, ed. Kolbing. The romance may have inspired Roger 
Talbot, the Yorkshire defendant in a 1477 suit for annulment, who had wound a towel around Alice 
Towneley’s neck and threatened to garotte her unless she agreed to consummate the marriage at once. 
Habbeijam, ‘Harrington v. Saville’, 53.
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E*e sonne schon, hit drou3 to vnder,
I>e barouns J)ar o f  hadde wonder; 
t>at t>erl lai so longe a bed,
Gret wonder J)ar o f  he hedde.
Que{) sum: ‘Let him He stille!
O f losian he ha}5 al is wille.’
Middai com, hit drou3 te noune...

(3231-37)

When the barons finally burst into the bridal chamber Josian shows no contrition for 

garrotting her spouse in the marital bed. As far as she is concerned, she was ‘wedded 

wi|) wrong’, and sanguinely commends herself to her captors: ‘D oJd be me al 3oure 

wille, / Schel he neuer eft wimman spille!’ (3255-56) No one attempts to do his will 

with the militant strangler. Some propose to bum her in a barrel,'"' but she is sentenced 

instead to incineration at the stake, the orthodox penalty for treason.'^ For the first 

time in the narrative, Josian is unable to extricate herself Her defencelessness is 

emphasised by her near nakedness: ‘In hire smok 3he stod naked, / t>ar jje fur was 

im aked’ (3289-90). W ere it not for the priest’s interminable blessing, she would have 

been consumed before Bevis arrived to slay everyone in sight and pervert the course 

o f justice, though whether a medieval jury would have accepted the defendant’s plea 

o f provocation remains doubtful. It is nevertheless remarkable that the avenging son 

o f a homicide should take to wife another manslayer, signally a Saracen, ‘so faire 3he 

was & bri3t o f mod’ (521), who reminds the reader o f the hero’s Caucasian mother, 

‘so faire and bri3t’ (27).'^ Though Josian escapes the virgin m artyr’s pyre, Bevis’s

This unconventional method is prepared for Florence and her twins in the southern Octavian: ‘Anoon 
a fyer [jer was ybeet, / And a tonne amydde yset’ (11. 235-36); also in Child’s text o f  Sir Aldingar.

J. R. Reinhard remarks that in only three o f  his thirteen specimen cases in medieval literature was the 
sentence o f  burning actually carried out on the accused woman. ‘Burning at the Stake in Medieval Law 
and Literature’, Speculum 16 (1941): 201.

For a discussion o f contemporary attitudes to treason, heresy and female insubordination see 
especially Paul Strohm, ‘Treason in the Household’ in Hochon's Arrow: The Social Imagination o f  
Fourteenth-Century Texts (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992), 1 2 1 ^ 4 . Siobhain Ely 
Calkin observes that Saracens o f  either sex ripe for conversion are invariably fair-skinned and 
conventionally attractive: only the unconvertible are barbarous in appearance. Saracens and the Making 
o f  English Identity: The Auchinleck Manuscript (London: Routledge, 2005), 63.
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mother, like many a pagan tormentor, breaks her neck in a fatal fall from a tower, 

while Bevis, clearly well-versed in torture narratives, prepares for his stepfather the 

condign punishment o f  immersion in a cauldron o f  boiling brimstone and pitch.

The marriage o f Bevis and Josian, conducted by the bishop o f Cologne, 

predictably defies description, but the narrator assures us, ‘3e mai wel wite, hit was 

riale’ (3480), as the wedding o f  his mother, the daughter o f the King o f  Scotland, and 

stepfather, the Emperor o f  Germany must also have been in its day. But Josian’s trials 

are not yet over: taken short en route to Armenia, she gives birth to twins in the wild. 

In a variation on the conventional theme, the newborn sons are spared but Josian is 

snatched by a renegade giant and restored for a fee to her first husband. The infants 

are found by their father, named for their paternal grandfather Guy and, improbably, 

their mother’s second husband, the murdered Miles, and promptly despatched to foster 

care, leaving the hero free to concentrate on the customary business o f  romance, the 

winning a superfluous wife as a tournament prize. Meanwhile, the resourceful heroine 

uses her arcane knowledge o f medicinal herbs to prepare a concoction that will 

reproduce the symptoms o f leprosy, rendering her so repellent that the long-awaiting 

Yvor has her committed to a castle from which she is released by Bevis’s loyal friend 

Saber, who accompanies her on a seven-year search for the hero. When her travelling 

companion is taken ill Josian, who is a proficient musician, buys a cither with which 

she earns enough money from busking to support them both on the road to health and 

a happy retirement in the Home Counties with their respective partners. It is hard to 

imagine how a heroine whose manifold accomplishments range from herbalism to 

homicide could ever have been coerced into marriage.

Romance follows hagiography in disposing o f  villains: in Eglamour, the Earl also dies in a fall from 
a tower, while in the northern Octavian, the calumniating Queen mother is burned ‘in a belle o f  brass’. 
The Paris MS o f  the Evangiles des Quenouilles reserves for wicked husbands ‘un baing plain de sulphre 
ardant’. The D istaff Gospels, ed. Jeay and Garay, 80.
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Josian’s record is rivalled only by the iron maiden o f Middle English romance, the

Saracen princess Floripas, who took possession o f  her father’s prisoners in the tower.

W hether assertiveness is encouraged in the early education o f  Saracen princesses is

debatable, but several Sultans take their daughters with them on military campaigns

18and invariably lose them to the enemy. Thus, Floripas accompanies her father and 

brother en route to Rome, and in Blanchardyn and Eglantine, the Cassidonian King 

Alymodes brings his son and daughter with him in his assault on the aforementioned 

‘proude pucelle’. And in the northern Octavian, the Sultan despatches his daughter 

Marsabelle to the King’s household at Montmartre where she can enjoy the spectacle 

o f  Parisian tournaments, but any hope that familiarity might breed contempt for 

Christian knights is adroitly aborted. The French King swears on his honour, ‘That she 

must safely come therto; / Ther schulde no man hur mysdo’ (798-99); yet if 

Marsabelle is made o f the same mettle as Floripas, there need be no fear for her safety. 

When her nurse declines to assist her in bringing food to Roland and Oliver sentenced 

to starve in her father’s dungeon, Floripas calls her over to the window:

‘Loke oute’ she saide ‘and see a ferr 
The Porpais pley as thay were wode.’
Maragounde lokede oute, Floripe come ner 
And shofed hire oute in to the flode.
‘Go there’ she saide ‘the devel the spede!
My counsail shaltowe never biwry.
Who so wole not helpe a man at nede.
On evel deth mote he dye! ’

(Sowdone, 1575-82)'^

This could be construed as evidence o f  the greater famiharity and intimacy o f  Saracens. Jeffrey 
Jerome Cohen compares Laban’s enjoyment o f  his children’s company -  ‘Sire Ferumbras, my sone so 
dere, / Ye muste me comforte in this case; / My ioye is all in the no we here / And in my Doghter Dame 
Florypas’ {Sowdone, 11. 93-96) -  with Charlemagne’s employment o f  his prosopopoeic sword Toye’ (1. 
850). ‘Saracen Enjoyment’, 131.

The incident evokes Guibert de Toumai’s exemplum, in an ad status sermon to married women, o f  
the respectable lady who threw her maid out o f  the window into the river below for making lewd 
suggestions to her mistress. ‘Ad coniugatas sermo tercius’, cited by Sharon Farmer, ‘“It is Not Good 
that [Wojman Shall Be Alone”: Elite Responses to Singlewomen in High Medieval Paris’, in 
Singlewomen in the European Past, 1250-1800, ed. Judith M. Bennett and Amy M. Froide 
(Philadelphia: University o f  Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 90-91. In the Ashmole Ferumbras (Oxford,

279



The next recipient o f the princess’s retributive justice is the gaoler who denies her

access to the remaining paladins:

With the key cloge, |5at she caught,
With goode wille she maute than,
Such a stroke she hym ther raught.
The brayne sterte oute o f  his hede ]3an.

( 1603- 6)^“

Floripas explains his demise by claiming to have foiled an escape plot, with the result 

that the prisoners are delivered to her custody. As George Ellis sardonically observed;

Thus had the gentle Floripas, in the course o f  a few hours, kicked her 
governess out o f window [sic], knocked out the brains o f a jailer, and cheated 
her father, for the purpose o f saving from destruction two o f  his most inveterate

9 Ienemies. It was an eventful day;

In the unlikely event that a Christian were to entrust his daughter to the Sultan’s 

household, he might have more reason to fear the malign influence o f the Saracen 

maidens. And yet, for all their assertiveness, Saracen women wooers are easily 

induced to renounce their religion as the price o f  their Christian prince.'^ Their 

apostasy provokes their fathers into behaving like the rabid hounds o f hagiography. 

Floripas holds the fort against her father’s forces by raiding his treasury for

Bodl. MS Ashmole 33), at Floripas’s instigation, the Chamberlain despatches the nurse. Sir Ferumbras, 
ed. Sidney J. Herrtage, EETS e.s. 34 (London, 1879; reprint, 1966), 11. 1365-70.

In the Ashmole Ferumbras, she batters the gaoler over the head with a strong staff, ‘|)at out sterte al 
is brayne’ (1. 1251), takes the prisoners into her safekeeping, and then arranges the murder of the nurse.

Ellis, Specimens o f  English Romances, vol. 2, 381-82. Nicola McDonald does not appreciate Ellis’s 
humour. In an ad hominem attack, she objects to the plot-summaries o f this ‘comfortably off gentleman 
and sometime diplomat’, whose ‘smug irony... is designed only to assert his, and his reader’s, 
superiority over the imagined and denigrated medieval’. ‘A Polemical Introduction’, 7. David 
Matthews maintains that Ellis’s adoption of the ‘ironical rhetorical mode’ achieves the deliberate 
distancing effect: ‘No scholar admitted to enjoying the whimsical aspect of romances... Ellis mocked 
the unrealisms of romance, but at the same time rendered them newly enjoyable as irony.’ The Making 
o f  Middle English, 1765-1910 (Minneapolis and London: University o f Minnesota Press, 1999), 76. 
The affluent gentleman-critic’s enjoyment is rarely afforded by his earnest (and salaried) scholarly 
successors. Floripas’s heroics fail to divert Dorothee Metlitzki, who convicts the Saracen princess of 
unmitigated criminal disrespect: ‘She commits perfidy and murder, is a Goneril to her father, and the 
reader is entirely on the side o f the sultan when he curses her and calls her “hore serpentyne’” . The 
Matter o f  Araby in Medieval England (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1977), 170. 
Metlitzki expresses her amazement that a woman with such a record of violence and treachery could be 
readily accepted into Christianity. Matter o f  Araby, 186-87.

The sole Middle English exception occurs in The Three K ings’ Sons. See below.
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ammunition and hurling gold and silver vessels from the tower as pearls before 

Babylonian swine. Like Dioscorus grieving for the desecration o f his idols,

Tho the Sowdon wexe nere wode,
Seinge this tresoure thus dispoyled,
That was to him so dere and goode 
Laye in the dike thus defouled.

{Sowdone, 2487-90)

he orders a temporary ceasefire, railing alternately at the disobedience o f his daughter 

and his gods. When Alymodes discovers his daughter’s betrothal to a Christian 

convert, he disowns her for being ‘so madde as to mary her self to a ladde, a straunger, 

wythout my lycence and knowlege’ {Blanchardyn, 184), a sentiment that many a 

Christian father might share. But Beatrix has in fact surrendered herself and her city to 

prevent further carnage, much in the manner o f  Ursula:

Wei saw fayre Beatryx that she muste yelde vp her se lf The same tyme 
passed Sadoyne by-fore the wyndowe, that wyth bothe handes smote vpon his 
enmyes / The fayre Beatryx called hym, sayng in this manere: ‘Alas, right 
noble knyght, I gyue my self vnto you / prayeng that ye wol saue bothe me and 
my cyte. And to take vs in to your mercy and pyte / hauyng compassyon vpon 
a yong mayden that yeldeth her self vnto you.’ (142)

The prisoner is pawned to catch the queen: Blanchardyn magnanimously allows 

Sadoyne to retain custody: ‘Take thys pucell, I geue her to you / by suche a 

condycoun that ye shal helpe me to socoure the proude pusell in am ours’ (143). 

Sadoyne expresses his gratitude and Beatrix, without being asked, ‘aunswerd full 

mekely, that she shulde do so wyth ryghte a goode wylle’. What else, poor caitiff, 

could she say?

The classic Ursula strategy, however, occurs in the early fourteenth-century King 

o f  Tars, where the princess receives a menacing proposal o f marriage from the Sultan
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o f D am ascus.W hether ‘Tars’ is intended to denote the land o f  the Tartars, or Tarsus,

the Armenian sea port and birthplace o f St Paul, or even Mandeville’s mythical

kingdom o f Tharsia, "̂* the mere mention o f Damascus prepares the audience for a

Pauline conversion. The suppression o f the personal names o f  the key players -  only

the accessories to the action are denominated -  reduces a battle royal to a

psychomachic single combat o f  faith. On hearing o f the heroine’s great beauty, the

petulant suitor determines to win her by fair means or foul, and the King swears:

Bi him l?at dyed on Jje rode 
Ich wald arst spille min hert blode.

In bateyl to ben yslawe.
Y nold hir 3iue a Sarazin 
For alle Jdc lond f̂ at is mine; 

t>e deuel him arst todrawe!
(40-^5)

In Auchinleck, he adds the rider: ‘Bot sche wil wi}) hir gode wille / Be wedded to him 

hirselue to spille’ (4 6 ^ 7 ), although, in Vemon, her agreement remains inconceivable. 

But in each case, the joint reftisal incites the Sultan to revert to type, rending his robe, 

tearing his hair and beard, overturning tables and venting his anger on his courtiers. 

The battle for the bride is planned for the day ‘o f  seynt Eline, J)e l?ridde in May’ (155), 

a dies mali in the medieval calendar.

The King o f  Tars survives in three manuscripts; Edinburgh, National Library MS Advocates 19.2.1 
(Auchinleck); Oxford, MS Bodleian 3938 (Vemon) and BL MS Add. 22283 (Simeon). Ritson’s edition 
reproduces the text from the Vemon MS which, according to the index, once included a Life o f Ursula. 
Mary Serjeantson, ‘The Index of the Vemon Manuscript’, M odem Language Review  32 (1937): 222- 
61. In Vemon, The King o f  Tars is grouped with Robert of Sicily, the exemplary tale o f  a male penitent, 
but in the related, and most likely later, Simeon MS, the text follows The Piste! o f  Susan, a narrative of 
the falsely accused Susanna and the Elders. See A. S. G. Edwards, ‘The Contexts o f the Vemon 
Romances’, in Studies in the Vernon Manuscript, ed. Derek Pearsall (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1990), 
166-68. In Auchinleck, the text is preceded by a life o f Pope Gregory (a legendary castaway) and 
followed by the Life o f  Adam and Eve, parents of the ‘monstrous’ Cain and maligned Abel. The 
Auchinleck text is edited by Perryman; all quotations are from this edition unless otherwise stated. 
Citations from Vemon are taken from Ancient English Metrical Romances, ed. Ritson, rev. Goldsmid.

For contextual and historicising readings of the topography o f the text see Perryman’s introduction to 
The King o f  Tars and Lillian Herlands Homstein, ‘The Historical Background of The King o f  Tars', 
Speculum 16 (1941): 404-14.

May 3 is the Feast not o f  St Helena but of the Invention o f the Cross, customarily attributed to the 
mother o f Constantine. The reference to St Helena does not occur in the Vemon MS. Chaucer’s triple 
use o f the date has encouraged the critical search for its significance.
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After the first day’s slaughter o f over three thousand Christians by the superior 

army o f  infidels a truce is called for a month and three days, but the King’s daughter, 

desiring no more deaths on her account, asks his leave to marry the Sultan. Her father 

appears gratified not to have to fialfil his promise, yet hides behind his Queen’s 

counsel, knowing no doubt that she will say: ‘Y no schal neuer |>erto conseyle / Our 

douhter forto schende’ (263-64), but the princess’s ‘resoun ri3t’ for her unconditional 

surrender prevails over maternal sentiment as it will over Saracen superstition. 

However rich the groom may be, neither the parents nor the narrator consider a 

swarthy Saracen a suitable match for their fair daughter. But even the Sultan, it 

transpires, has doubts about the disparity o f  the union:

Wei lo|5 war a Cristen man 
To wedde an hej^en woman 

t>at leued on fals lawe;
Als lo|) was J)at soudan 
To wed a Cristen woman 

As y finde in mi sawe.
(409-14)^^

Alone in her bed, the princess cries herself to sleep and dreams o f  pursuit by a 

hundred black hounds and three draconic devils; in response to her call on Christ to 

save her from destruction the hound at her heels assumes the likeness o f a white 

knight, who promises her divine immunity. Like Ursula, the princess is reassured ‘O f 

|3at sweuening, in slepe sche t>ou3t / Shuld turn to gode ending’ (464—65), even if, for 

a romance heroine, a good ending means a marriage in Christ rather than to Christ.

Islamic law permitted Muslim men to marry Christian or Jewish women but, as David Nirenberg 
points out. the tolerance o f  miscegenation was negated in those parts o f  the world where Muslims were 
subject to Christians as canon law neither reciprocated nor recognised inter-faith marriages. Muslim 
clerics may indeed have discouraged the practice. Nirenberg quotes a fifteenth-century Muslim manual 
o f  religious instruction: ‘Whether men or women, they shall not sleep with nor marry infidels’. 
Communities o f  Violence: Persecution ojM inorities in the M iddle Ages (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1996), 136.
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Whereas Ursula’s consent to marry the pagan groom was subject to a three-year 

grace-period and his conversion to Christianity, the princess agrees unconditionally to 

accept instruction in the Sultan’s faith, but the poet’s careful expression, ‘& })ei sche 

al |)e lawes cou|?e, / & seyd hem openliche wij? hir mou|)e’ (505-6), implies that her 

words belied her heart. The marriage takes place ‘in |?e maner o f  his lay’ (551), 

though her respite lasts a mere trimester before she conceives a child that turns out to 

be an obstetric mole: ‘For lim no hadde it non. / But as a rond o f  flesche yschore’ 

(579-80), ‘WiJjouten blod & bon’ (582), or indeed any facial features at all. This 

amorphous mass shows a passing resemblance to the bear cub o f  medieval bestiaries 

that needs to be licked into shape, and there is an irresistible association o f the mother

27bear ursa with the legendary saint.

In romance, Christian kings most often interpret a monstrous birth as evidence o f 

the mother’s marital infidelity, but this Saracen instantly accuses his wife o f bad faith, 

even though an Aristotelian understanding o f the malformation would surely have

n o

found the father at fault. At her suggestion he prays to his gods to transfonn the 

foetal matter, and destroys them in a fit o f pique when they fail to oblige. When her 

God performs the miracle than his cannot, he not only consents to baptism within 

three days but requires all his citizens to follow suit: ‘Who j^at wold nou3t cristned be

29/ He schuld be honged opon a tre’ (994-95). The edict is repeated twice in the text, 

implying that the princess has indeed been forced to accept the ‘tirant’ she had vowed

According to Isidore, ursus derives from orsus on account o f  the mother bear’s oral reconstruction o f  
her cubs, as God restored his own son to life. In some versions, the malformation is attributed to the 
mother bear’s lasciviousness. See Beryl Rowland, Animals with Human Faces: A Guide to Animal 
Symbolism  (Knoxville: University o f  Termessee Press, 1973), 31-35. Lillian Herlands Homstein makes 
the connection between ursus, ursutus and hirsutus in ‘A Folklore Theme in the King o f  Tars', 
Philological Quarterly 20 (1941): 83 f  

For male and female contributions o f  form and matter see Cadden, Meanings o f  Sex Difference, 22. 
The three-day delay in baptism calls to mind the three-year deferral o f  Ursula’s marriage. Judith 

Perryman adverts to the persistent use o f  the number three in the text but does not make this 
connection. Perryman, Introduction to King o f  Tars, 60-61.
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she would never take. His temper, though still volatile, is now expended on heathen 

hounds, but his melanic complexion is greatly improved:^®

His hide, {)at blac & lo})ely was,
A1 white bicom, Jjurth Godes gras,

& clere wi})outen blame.
(928-30)

While his appearance may be unblemished, her conduct is by no means blameless; 

her pacifism may win praise, but her piety fails to impress Judith Perryman, who 

remarks that ‘in religious tales virtuous heroines generally proclaim their faith 

unflinchingly whatever their tortures’.^' Despite his choleric humour, the Sultan 

inflicts no violence on the heroine, merely declining to consummate the marriage 

while she remains a Christian. Though the prospect o f  a chaste marriage would hardly 

have disturbed St Cecilia, there are, as Northrop Frye nicely observes, certain 

technical difficulties with a virginal heroine o f  romance.^^ Celibacy is unsustainable 

and abjuration anathema to a confirmed Christian. According to Lillian Hornstein, the 

religious hypocrisy o f  which she convicts the princess in making an insincere 

conversion does not feature in any o f the analogues o f  the King o f  TarsP  As we saw 

in Chapter 4, however, Ursula’s commission o f  perjury in uttering a false promise o f 

marriage offended some scholars, and Doris Shores, no dispassionate critic, detects in 

both saint and secular heroine ‘a certain ruthlessness and cunning in deceiving their 

men when they consider it n e c e s s a r y T h e  good end that justifies the means turns

The miraculous effect o f  baptism was observed as a sign o f  orthodoxy. Thus the suspected heretic 
Jean Joufre o f Tignac assured the Inquisitor, in 1320, ‘that it was a great grace to have goddaughters 
and to make little children Christians, for when little children were baptized they had prettier skin and a 
better face than before the baptism’. Cited by Claudine Fabre-Vassas, The Singular Beast: Jews, 
Christians, and the Pig, trans. Carol Volk (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 200.

Perryman, King o f  Tars, 63.
Northrop Frye, The Secular Scripture: A Study o f  the Structure o f  Romance (Cambridge, Mass: 

Harvard University Press, 1976), 83.
Lillian Herlands Hornstein, ‘Trivet’s Constance and the King o f  Tars', Modern Language Notes, 55 

(1940): 356.
Doris Shores, "The King o f  Tars: A N ew  Edition’ (Ph.D. diss.. New York University, 1969), 56.
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out not to be the romantic fiction of the conventional happy marriage: the narrative 

has nothing to say about the wife’s love for her spouse transformed by his Damascene 

conversion. When the princess assumes splendid Saracen garb, the Vemon-scribe 

stresses the verisimilitude -  ‘Hethene as thaugh heo ware’ (V 360) -  but the 

Auchinleck-compositor, as Perryman points out, depicts the semblance: she is merely 

dressed ‘as [hej)en] wiman were’ (384)^^; in each case her duplicity is entirely 

disinterested. She celebrates her success not in saving her own life, which was never 

endangered, but in bringing ‘hire frendes out o f sore’ -  all thirty thousand Christians 

released from the Vernon Sultan’s prisons to make room, in the Auchinleck text, for 

the same number of Saracens. Shores’s comment on the modifications to the Ursula 

legend -  that ‘martyrdom and a cast o f thousands are unpromising donnees for a 

romancer’^̂  -  is premature: the feast of St John may have been a propitious occasion 

for the baptism of the miracle baby and the forced conversions that followed, but for 

the thousands o f recusant ‘Sarazins that day / [who] hopped hedles for heore pray’ (V 

1028-29), it was a bloody massacre. The princess who married to keep the peace 

becomes the patron of pitiless peace-enforcement.

Bloody massacres of Christians can and do occur in the crusading romances and 

are invaluable sources of inspiration to the survivors. Laban, the Sultan of Babylon 

and father o f Floripas, provoked by Christian piracy which the narrator fails to 

condemn, launches a counter-assault on Rome. Ordered to destroy the seed of 

Christendom, the tributary King Lukafere

Perryman, Introduction to King o f  Tars, 66-67. Canon 68 o f  the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) 
decreed that Jews and Muslims in Christian provinces were to dress distinctively {qualitate habitus 
publice ah aliispopulis distinguantur), so as to prevent unintentional miscegenation. Siobhain Bly 
Calkin, ‘Marking Religion on the Body: Saracens, Categorization, and The King o f  Tars', Journal o f  
English and Germanic Philology 104 (2005), 219. Nirenberg reports the institution o f  comparable 
requirements a century earlier in crusader kingdoms. Communities o f  Violence, 133n.

Shores, 'King o f  Tars', 66.
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The countrey hade serchid and sought,
Ten thousande maidyns faire of face 
Vnto the Sowdan hath he broghte.
The Sowdon commanded hem anone.
That thai shulde al be slayn.
Martires thai were euerychon,
And therof were thai ful fayne.

{Sowdone, 225-31)

There was no offer o f matrimony for these maidens; Laban, unlike Vrsele’s assailants 

in LaBamon’s Brut, was as opposed as the martyred virgins to miscegenation. In 

requital for the services he has rendered the Sultan, Lukafere demands his daughter in 

marriage, promising as a further instalment the capture of the douzepers. Floripas 

gives her conditional consent:

Whan he bryngith home Charles the kinge 
And the xij dosipers alle,
1 graunte to be his derlynge 
What so evere therof by-falle.

(248-51)

As it befalls, having no objection to miscegenation, she reneges on her promise and 

becomes instead the darling of one of Charles’s paladins, but no one, least of all the 

narrator, convicts her o f perjury. Lukafere, in any case, does not survive to see his 

betrothed married to a Christian: he has already suffered the fate of a male martyr, 

heaved into the fire, impaled on a toasting fork, and held there, like Lawrence on the 

griddle, ‘tille he were rosted to colis ilkadele’ (2016).^^

Although Floripas’s words o f ftiture consent are unequivocal, her tactics might be 

interpreted either as feigned deference to her father’s wishes or as Ursuline deferral. 

Few heroines stand firm like Floripas; most use borrowed time to escape from

The use o f  torture is restricted in Middle English romance to the unredeemed villains o f  the piece: 
Godard and Godrich, the two usurping guardians in Havelok, are sentenced to die as common criminals, 
but for his greater treachery in dispossessing the hero, Godard, like St Bartholomew, is flayed alive. No 
romance heroine undergoes the legendary tortures o f  virgin martyrs: apart from the beating Rimnild 
receives from her father for the suspected loss o f  integrity, only in Le Bone Florence o f  Rome is the 
heroine subjected to physical abuse for the defence o f  her honour.
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menacing husbands. In two o f  the seven imperfect manuscripts o f  Richard Coer de 

Lion (c.1300), the hero’s father, who has been dilatory in the matter o f marriage, is 

persuaded to propose to Cassodorien, the fair daughter o f  the King o f  Antioch;

‘Damysele, he sayd, bryght and schene,
Wylt thou dwelle and be my qwene!’
She answeryd with wordys stylle,

T O

‘Sere, I am at my faderys wylle.’

Her father gives his consent and King Henry makes up for lost time by marrying her 

that night, insisting that ‘It most be done pryvyly’ (184), from which we infer it was 

done clandestinely, in bed. The ‘spousyng’ is followed by late night dancing and early 

morning mass, at which the spectacle o f  the elevation o f the host triggers an allergic 

reaction in the new queen: ‘For I am thus i-schent, / 1 dar never see no sacrament’

(193-94), and she may indeed never have seen the sacrament o f  matrimony. Critical 

consensus diagnoses demonic possession, but in the next two lines, ‘Her fadyr on 

morwe took his leve, / No longer wold he there beleve’ (195-96), his hasty departure 

suggesting the desire to disclaim responsibility for the marriage arranged at his will.^  ̂

Adelaide Evans Harris is notably anxious to acquit the father o f  any wrongdoing:

Richard Coer de Lion, in Metrical Romances o f  the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Centuries, 
vol. 2, ed. Henry Weber (Edinburgh, 1810), 11. 175-78. Weber’s text is based on Cambridge, MS Caius 
175 fols. 1-98. The apocryphal material also appears in BL MS Add. 31042. Richard’s supernatural 
origins may have been introduced to account for the hero’s legendary qualities; they also indicate a 
suspicion of Henry II’s historical Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine, the repudiated wife o f the French King 
Louis VII, and whom W. L. Warren describes as unaccountably ‘eclipsed’ during Richard’s reign: ‘She 
is a figure of legend and romance, but not o f history’. Henry II  (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1973), 121. Eleanor’s biographers disagree.

Lesley A. Coote demonises Richard and his brother John, the ‘monstrous’ children o f  ‘intermarriage 
between Christian and heathen, or in this case demonic, bloodlines’, comparing the young Richard to 
Gowther. ‘Laughing at Monsters in Richard Coeur de Lyon ', in Grant Risee? The Medieval Comic 
Presence/La Presence comique medievale: Essays in Memory o f  Brian J. Levy, ed. Adrian P. Tudor and 
Alan Hindley (Tumhout: Brepols, 2006), 198. The Cassodorien vignette seems to have been grafted 
from the legend of Fulk Nerra, Richard’s historical ancestor. The story of the demonic countess of 
Anjou is repeated by Gerald o f Wales, who attributes to Richard the diabolical jest: non esse mirandum, 
si de genere tali et fdii parentes et sese ad invicem fratres infestare non cessent; de diabolo namque eos 
omnes venisse et ad diaholum dicebat ituros esse. De Principis Instructione Liber, in Giraldi 
Cambrensis Opera, vol. 8, ed. George F. Warner (London, 1891), 301. The strange events are also
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The faculty o f obedience was as natural to medieval daughters as that o f 
command to their fathers, for it was as often exercised. The customary 
submissiveness o f the maidens may have rested largely upon their recognition 
that their fathers were the best and often the only means o f procuring the 
desired husband. This exemplary attitude is delightfully expressed in Richard 
Coer de Lion.'^^

The desired husband is o f  course a delightful critical projection: Cassodorien’s 

‘wordys stylle’ bespeak not ‘natural’ obedience but cultural resignation to another’s 

will. In this romance, administration o f the sacraments appears to be the dispensation 

o f kings."" The heavy-handed attempt to force the queen to witness the Eucharist,

The kyng grauntyd, with a good wylle,
To holde her with strengthe stylle:
‘Neyther for wele neyther for woo,
Let her nought out fro kyrke goo’

(217- 20 )

results in a dramatic bid for freedom: she escapes through the roof with her 

undocumented daughter. Unlike the airborne Melusine, who is seen on three 

consecutive days hovering over Lusignen whenever there is a change o f  ownership, 

Cassodorien never reappears in the successional chronicles o f Anglo-Norman and 

Plantagenet England.

In popular romance, flight from a forced marriage is more often undertaken by 

land and sea than by air; but where Ursula and her entourage sailed in a fleet o f 

commissioned ships, the vessel reserved for the deportation o f single women and 

calumniated wives in the extended family o f Constance-stories is the rudderless

recounted by Gervase o f  Tilbury, who relocates them to Sparrowhawk Castle, thus attaching the story 
to Lusignen rather than Angevin family history.

Adelaide Evans Harris, The Heroine o f  the M iddle English Romances (Cleveland, Ohio, 1973), 
reprint o f  Western Reser\’e University Bulletin 31 (1928), 25.
■*' Thus the unredeemed Saracens are denied the saving grace o f Richard’s communion: ‘And thoo that 
wolden haue come vppe, / They drank o f  Kyng Richardis cuppe’ (11.7023-24): they drown in the mire. 
On the sacramentalism o f  this romance see Suzanne Conklin Akbari, ‘The Hunger for National Identity 
in Richard Coer de Lion', in Reading M edieval Culture: Essays in Honor o f  Robert W. Hanning, ed. 
Robert M. Stein and Sandra Pierson Prior (Notre Dame: University o f  Notre Dame Press, 2005), 206ff.
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boat.'*  ̂Emare makes two such hazardous crossings, the first inflicted by her father for 

her refijsal of his incestuous proposal of marriage, forbidden by God but not, 

apparently, by the pope; the second, with her newborn son, contrived by a jealous 

mother-in-law. If the eponymous tale tends to provoke in modem critics almost as 

much animus as its saintly heroine attracts from the persecutors in the narrative, it is 

due largely to its formulaic composition."*^ All metrical romances make constructive 

use of anaphora, but the repetition in Emare (c.l400) seems obsessively compulsive, 

especially in the tail-rhymes relating to the heroine’s appearance in her cloak of many 

colours. Mortimer Donovan, perhaps the first to advert to the significance o f the robe, 

has calculated that its description occupies almost ten percent o f the narrative.'*'*

Emare, the only child o f the widowed Emperor Artyus, is boarded with her nurse 

and instructed in the ladylike refinements of courtesy and fine needlework, the 

customary apprenticeship for the heroines and queens of romance. The visiting King 

of Sicily presents the Emperor with a magnificent jewelled and embroidered cloth on 

which, in an exquisite example o f intertextuality, pairs of literary lovers -  Amadas and 

Ydoine, Tristan and Isolde, Floris and Blancheflour -  are portrayed with the signature 

depiction of the seamstress and the son of the Sultan of Babylon, her beloved for 

whom she fashioned the cloth.^^ The Emperor is as enchanted by the gift -  ‘Sertes, 

thys ys a fayry, / Or ellys a vanyte!’"*̂ -  as he is by his newly returned daughter, and

The Middle English members o f  the ‘Constance group’ include Chaucer’s Man o f  Law's Tale, 
Gower’s Tale o f  Constance, Eglamour, Torrent, Octavian and Tryamour. For a survey o f  settings adrift 
see Reinhard, ‘Setting Adrift’, passim. Even if  the heroines were set adrift like Horn {KH, 1. 118), in a 
rudderless boat with oars, they might still have been helpless, lacking Ursula’s nautical instruction.

At 42% formulaic content, Emare tops the league table compiled by Susan Wittig, Stylistic and  
Narrative Structures, 18. Surprisingly, the much admired and little discussed Floris and Blancheflour 
comes a close second.

Mortimer Donovan, ‘The Middle English Emare and the Cloth Worthily Wrought’, in The Learned 
and the Lewed: Studies in Chaucer and M edieval Literature, ed. Larry D. Benson (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1974), 338.

The sole evidence o f  signed English embroidery is an early fourteenth-century altar-cloth worked by 
a nun, Johanna Berverlai, Age o f  Chivalry, ed. Alexander and Binski, cat. no. 442.

Emare, in The M iddle English Breton Lays, ed. Laskaya and Salisbury, 11. 104-5.
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has the gorgeous cloth made into a cloak for her. The resplendent robe seems to have 

dazzled critics as effectively as the Emperor, most o f  whom disregard the sequence o f  

events: he decides to marry his daughter before he presents her with the finished 

article, which she is still wearing when she is set adrifL for rejecting his proposal."^  ̂

Her irresistibility is commemorated in this single act o f resistance: she becomes a 

marked woman.

All who see the heroine in her robe -  and she is rarely seen without it -  remark on 

her appearance as ‘non erthly thyng’ (245, 396, 701). Although there are persistent 

allusions in the narrative to what is concealed by the cloak, what is ‘worthy under 

wede’, the self-evident seemiiness o f the heroine serves to discourage any salacious 

intentions. Despite the lapidary extravagance in the needlework, no one covets the

48robe, but every one responds to the radiance o f the wearer. That the robe is not 

stolen is rather surprising: apart from the fact that most cases o f larceny involved the 

theft o f  cloth or clothing,"*  ̂as Isumbras discovered to his cost when his scarlet mantle 

was stolen with his gold (albeit by an eagle), the value o f this particular luxury item 

would have been prodigious.^® Contemporary cutpurses must have been as 

mesmerised by the cloak as modem critics, especially those who read the text within

Amanda Hopkins remains distinctively unbedazzled in ‘Veiling the Text: The True Role of the Cloth 
in Emare’, in Medieval Insular Romance: Translation and Innovation ed. Judith Weiss, Jennifer 
Fellows and Morgan Dickson (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2000), 71-82.

Ross G. Arthur, ‘Emare’s Cloak and Audience Response’, in Sign, Sentence, Discourse: Language in 
Medieval Thought and Literature, ed. Julian N. Wasserman and Lois Roney (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse 
University Press, 1989), 80-92.

O f 45 cases presented at Norwich court, 7 August 1308, for instance, 23 involve the theft of cloth or 
clothing. Barbara Hanawalt, Crime in East Anglia in the Fourteenth Century: Norfolk Gaol Delivery 
Rolls, 1307-1316, in Norfolk Record Society 44 (1976). Female felons (17 per cent) are twice as likely 
as male (8 per cent) to steal clothing and household goods. They are also two and a half times as likely 
as men to purloin foodstuffs (30:12 per cent), possibly from dire necessity; eadem, ‘The Female Felon 
in Fourteenth-Century England’, Viator 5 (1974): 253-68.

J. W. Sherborne records these instances o f late medieval royal expenditure on clothing and mercery: 
Edward III spent £500 for a dress for his queen; the Black Prince paid £715 to an embroiderer for his 
work, and £200 for jewelled buttons for his wife. Sherborne adds: ‘They must have been splendid 
buttons, for they would have paid the daily wages of an esquire or master craftsman for more than ten 
years.' ‘Aspects of English Court Culture in the Later Fourteenth Century’, in English Court Culture in 
the Later Middle Ages, ed. V. J. Scattergood and J. W. Sherborne (London: Duckworth, 1983), 15. 
Emare’s robe is of course made from stolen cloth.
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the text as a communication o f  love from one woman to another, like Philom ela’s 

ambiguous gift to Procne.^' The sentimental feminist reading fails to account for the 

male intermediaries: the love-token has been seized as the spoils o f  war -  the Sicilian 

King’s father, ‘O f the Sowdan he hyt wan / Wyth maystrye and wyth m yghth’ (173- 

74) -  and appropriated to the male ritual o f  diplomatic gift-giving.

The role o f the robe in the narrative becomes even more enigmatic, as Amanda 

Hopkins has noticed, when we consider that it is made for a woman who is 

renowned for her fine needlework: ‘She kowghthe werke all maner thyng / That fell to 

emperour or to kyng, / Erie, barown or swayne’ (382-84). Not only is it inexplicable 

that the Emperor did not give the cloth to his highly skilled and underemployed 

daughter to make into a robe, but as an item o f clothing it has no obvious practical or 

narrative use, serving, like Ursula’s cloak in the visual arts, more as a symbolic 

marker in the text. Havelok was surely better equipped for a life o f  hardship in his 

tunic made by his foster-father from an old sail, but unlike the scullion, Emare never 

has to soil her lily-white hands -  or indeed her ‘glysteryng’ gown.^^

Though singularly lacking in seamanship, the heroine’s gentle proficiency -  

‘Golde and sylke for to sewe’ (59) and ‘Nortur that men useden in sale’ (62) -  merits 

her position in the royal exchange.^"* In her gifted robe, she conveys her courtly 

cultivation to the household o f the Galician King’s steward and indeed to her young

Margaret Robson, for instance, interprets the robe as love-charm and token o f  illicit desire 
communicated by one daughter to another. ‘Cloaking Desire: Re-reading Emare', in Romance Reading, 
ed. Fellows et al., 67-68 .

Hopkins, ‘Veiling the Text’, 81-82.
On her second casting adrift, as a concession to her newborn son, she is provided with a ‘surkote that 

was large and wyde’ (652). Significantly, only male Cinderellas like Havelok are condemned to skivvy 
in kitchens. The obstreperous Gamelyn revolts against such menial work in his brother’s service, telling 
him in no uncertain terms, ‘Thou shalt go bake thiself; I will nought be thy cook!’ Gamelyn, in Middle 
English Verse Romances, ed. Sands, 1. 92.

Felicity Riddy characterises the heroine’s needlework as the female equivalent o f  chivalric feats o f  
arms: ‘it is a status attribute’. ‘Middle English Romance’, 245. Only in the critically disparaged (other 
than by George Kane) ‘bourgeois’ southern Octavian  is a noblewoman, the calumniated empress 
Florence, required to support herself by sewing, producing rich robes and surplices not as courtiers used 
‘in sale’ but commercially, for sale by the middlemen o f the text, the ‘Crystyne marchauntys’ (1. 621).
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son, whose conspicuous courtesy attracts the attention o f the King, his own father. 

Rather than female love-charm, the imperial robe functions as male-authored courtesy 

text, conducting her from her father’s court to her husband’s. If the mantle has any 

apotropaic qualities, it is as visible chastity protection, signifying noli me tangere. 

Unlike the heroines in most Constance-stories, Emare is never required to defend 

herself against a sexual assault. But as in all such cases o f  Cooper’s malfiinctioning 

magic, though it immunises her from her father’s desire ‘to worche hys wyll, /And 

wedde her to hys wyfe’ (227-28), it does not save her from the Galician King who 

vows: ‘I wyll have that fayr may / And wedde her to my quene’ (431-32). He consults 

his mother, but not his bride, ‘to wyte what she wolde say’ (436). W hatever befalls 

Emare in the narrative is ‘Goddys wylle’, yet divine providence turns out to be 

entirely congruent with the King’s bidding.

If Emare’s resistance is no longer required in the narrative, Florence’s opposition 

to unwanted marriage must be regularly reasserted. The heroine o f  the late fourteenth- 

century Le Bone Florence o f  Rome, as we have seen, refuses Garcy, the centenarian 

Emperor o f Constantinople, not because the suit is an offence to her heavenly or 

earthly father, as in Emare and the King o f  Tars, but because it is distasteful to her. As 

Felicity Riddy tartly observes, ‘Caring for the elderly is one thing, but marrying them 

is another’;̂  ̂and this fifteen-year-old Florence is no Nightingale:

He had more mystyr o f a gode fyre.
O f bryght brondys brennyng schyre.

To beyke hys boones by,
A softe bath, a warme bedd.
Then any maydyn for to wedd

(97-101)

Felicity Riddy, "Temporary Virginity and the Everyday Body: Le Bone Florence o f  Rome and 
Bourgeois Self-Making’, in Pulp Fictions, ed. McDonald, 206.
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Dressed in a ‘redd syclatowne’ and seated alongside her father to receive the embassy,

Florence invites comparison with Ursula, though the saint’s suitor was not senile, and

the only daughter of the Emperor Otes has no intention o f sacrificing herself to a

‘bresyd and all tobrokyn’ war veteran, least o f all to ‘taste [his] flankys wyth hur

honde’ (109). Her indulgent father is perfectly willing to ‘stonde owre chawnce’ on

the battlefield against Garcy’s sixty thousand knights, but Florence is less sanguine.

Observing the carnage from the watchtower, she reacts as the princess o f Tars did:

Put me owt to olde Garcy,
Y f all ]?es men schulde for me dye,

Hyt were a dolefull wrake.
(580-82)

Otes, however, will not desist; the battle rages and, in an echo of Tars, ‘Hedys hopped 

vndur hors fete, / As haylestones done in J3e strete’ (640-41). But Garcy’s 

braggadocio, like Brademund’s to Josian’s father, to do ‘vylenye’ to his daughter by 

passing him on to his chamberlain, is deliberately provocative, and her father fights 

until he is felled by the quarrel o f a crossbow. Alarmed by the loss of the Emperor, 

and especially his la rg e sse ,th e  barons advise his heir to marry forthwith, proposing 

the elder son of the King o f Hungary. When Miles requests time to consider the offer, 

Florence, accustomed to deference not deferral -  ‘Kyngys and dewkys haue me askyd, 

/ And all t>er londys wolde haue geue me [at }5e laste]’ (916-17) -  vows never to 

marry him. His brother Emere, however, is happy to oblige and weds her at once, but 

the celebration and consummation are postponed until he has vanquished Garcy.

Despite the lesser piety o f the heroine, at least at the outset, her story reads more 

like a sanitised saint’s life.^’ Where Emare emitted noli me tangere messages that

‘Who shall us now geve londes or lythe, / Hawkys or howndes, or stedys stythe, / As he was wont to 
doo?’ (11. 839-41). Strangely, Kane cites these lines as evidence o f  the F/ore«ce-poet’s ‘true conception 
o f heroic poetry’. Middle English Literature, 35.

For hagiographic similarities see Karen A. Winstead, ‘Saints, W ives, and Other “Hooly Thynges”: 
Pious Laywomen in Middle English Romance, Chaucer Yearbook 2 (1995): 1 4 1 ^ 4 . Given that, as
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defied anyone to touch so much as the hem of her robe -  on each occasion that the 

emaciated castaway reached land, she was taken up by her rescuer but led ashore -  

Florence is subjected throughout the narrative to persistent rough handling.^** Finding 

forbidden fhiits far more alluring, Miles falsely reports his brother’s death and makes 

the orphaned and supposedly widowed Florence an offer o f marriage, to which she 

responds in virgin martyr mode: ‘Y wyll weddyd bee / To a lorde that neuyr schall 

dye’ (1099-100). He imprisons the heroine and subsequently abducts her, beats her 

with his naked sword and attempts to ravish her; but in answer to her prayer, perhaps 

inspired by the legend of St Agnes, twice ‘Hys lykyng vanyscht all awaye’ (1499). 

Enraged by his impotence, ‘He bonde hur be Ĵ e tresse o f ĵ e heere, / And hangyd hur 

on a tre there’ (1513-14), scourging her bare flesh with a birch switch, leaving her 

body almost as bruised and battered as Garcy’s. Rescued from this ordeal, she resists 

the next assault by knocking out her persecutor’s teeth with a rock. A serial victim of 

treacherous desire and conspiracy, Florence survives exile and shipwreck to take 

refuge in a nunnery, where she becomes a renowned healer of moral and corporeal 

corruption. Among the putrid sufferers attracted to her confessional cure are the 

various reprobates whose advances she once repelled, and her erstwhile husband and 

nemesis Emere, another casualty o f a lethal crossbow bolt. Once he has been relieved 

of the ‘euyll in hys hedd’, he asserts his authority by countermanding her tender 

loving cures and condemning the penitents to a summary bonfire -  ‘Then was the lady 

woo’ (2121). Florence abandons her healing practice and her vow to God, and retires 

to Rome with her husband, the new Emperor, who proves his potency by fathering

Mehl observes {Middle English Romances, 140-^1), Garcy’s religion remains unspecified, the wooing 
war reads more like faction fighting between Greek and Roman Christianity than a crusading conflict 
between Christians and infidels.

Riddy draws attention to the narrative prominence o f  bodies, whole and battered, and bodily 
functions. ‘Temporary Virginity’, passim.
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another Otes on the first conceivable occasion. Caring for the maimed and the sick is 

indeed one thing, but marriage is altogether another.

If the hagiographic connection seems tenuous to modem readers, it was manifest 

to the late medieval and early modem parishioners o f Eton. The narrative o f the 

innocent Empress calumniated by her brother-in-law and others, familiar from the 

Gesta Romanorum, the presumed source o f Florence, occupies the entire lower 

register o f  the south wall o f  the college chapel, commended by Andrew Martindale as 

‘perhaps the finest quality fifteenth-century mural paintings anywhere in Europe 

outside Italy’. T h e  scenes o f  the narrative cycles on the opposing walls are separated 

by high profile saints in grisaille, segregated by gender and portrayed as ‘fictive 

statues’. T h e  selection and placement o f the female saints as subject dividers o f  the 

reconstructed Empress cycle illustrates the perceived similarities: Barbara separates 

the two scenes showing the imprisonment o f  the Empress by her wicked brother-in- 

law and her repudiation by the retuming Emperor. Ursula appears between the 

embarkation o f the calumniated empress and her arrival at the island o f  her exile.^'

'Merelaus [je Emperour’ (BL MS Harley 7333) in Gesta Romanorum: The Early English Versions, 
edited by Sidney J. H. Herrtage, EETS e.s. 33 (London, 1879), 311-22. Andrew Martindale, ‘The Wall- 
paintings in the Chapel of Eton College’, in England and the Low Countries in the Middle Ages, ed. 
Caroline Barron and Nigel Saul (Stroud: Alan Sutton Publishing, 1995), 136. The wall paintings were 
first detailed and partially reconstructed from extant inscriptions by M. R. James and E. W. Tristram, 
‘The Wall Paintings in Eton College and the Lady Chapel o f Winchester Cathedral’, Walpole Society 
17 (1928-29): 1-43, pi. 1-23. Founded by Henry VI, in 1440, the College was dedicated to the 
Assumption. The paintings, which have been dated on the north wall to c. 1480 and the south wall to 
c.1485-87, were whitewashed in 1560 and not discovered until 1923. The identification o f the Yorkist 
emblem o f a sunburst on the pendant around the neck o f the wicked brother-in-law in the confession 
scene suggests that the painting would have been ‘unwise’ during the reign o f Edward IV and ‘suicidal’ 
under his usurping brother Richard III. Martindale, 148.

Miriam Gill, ‘The Wall Paintings in Eton College Chapel: The Making of a Late Medieval Marian 
Cycle’, in Making Medieval Art, ed. Phillip Lindley (Donington: Shaun Tyas, 2003), 178.

The roll of saints begins with Katherine, who introduces the scene where the Empress becomes the de 
facto ruler o f the kingdom, and ends with Winifred, the only martyr to survive a beheading and enter a 
nunnery. In the mural, following the version o f the story in Vincent of Beauvais’s Speculum Historiale, 
the Empress honours her vow to the Virgin and takes the veil. The saints, in easterly progression, are: 
Katherine, Barbara, Apollonia, Agnes, Ursula, Dorothy, Cecilia, Juliana, Winifred. Apollonia, whose 
torture included the pulling of all her teeth, appears between the ordeals at the hands o f her brother-in 
law and the subsequent assailant whose dentition Le Bone Florence efficiently destroyed.
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In Middle English romance, single women seldom seek voluntary exile: more 

often, like Emare and Florence, they are the subjects of exclusion orders. Although 

Ursula’s voyage was elective, she was accorded the company of 11,000 female 

travelling companions. Most women are not in a position to command a citizens’ army 

and must rely on a sodality of faithfijl ft'iends and stewards if  they are to effect an

escape from an unwanted marriage. An elopement -  ‘the minimum requirement for an

62active demonstration of the force o f the woman’s own will’ -  presupposes male 

complicity, yet often eclipses female collaboration. Aristocratic heiresses are rarely 

renowned for their resourcefulness, being habitually reliant on the ingenuity and 

organisational ability of their maids, in Generydes, for instance, when the felicitously 

named Sir Yvell -  the dissembling Jewel of Generides -  has captivated the Sultan and 

kidnapped his daughter Clarionas, the reluctant bride of the Egyptian King sees an 

opportunity to exploit local marriage customs:

Duryng the tyme o f that solempnite.
The kyng and she shuld neuer togeder mete.
To tyme the fest were done And fiall complete.

(4226-28)

The hero pursues her to Egypt, passes himself off as a leper and gains admission to 

her chamber (though not, it seems, her bed), promising to return that night with horses 

to conduct her to the harbour, where there is a ship ready to sail. Clarionas eagerly 

agrees to his plan without having the slightest idea how to escape from the court 

without being seen. The way out of the impasse is facilitated by a laundress. For the 

Generydes-x>OQi, who has a perceptible fondness for the profession, lavenders propel 

not only the narrative but also the heroine disguised as a fellow washerwoman in a 

mob cap and kirtle tucked up to her knees:

Cooper, English Romance in Time, 241.
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And furth thei went, them ncdc non other gide;
Thanne saide the lavender, ‘abide, abide.
This white leggys,’ quod she, ‘I woote it wele.
They wolle shende oure purpose euery dele.’

(4400-3)

A mixture o f ashes and water provides the solution to this problem. When the supply 

of lavenders is exhausted, Clarionas turns to her maid Mirabelle. In gratitude to the 

lavender, ‘Whiche vtterly for soke hir acqueyntaunce’ / And toke hir lumay with 

Clarionas’ (6970-71), the hero marries her to his herald, with whom she was most 

unlikely to be acquainted or enamoured. Mirabelle’s reward is to be given in 

remembrance to the faithful retainer Natanell, another narrative ‘old master’.

A similar dilemma confronts Melior, the daughter o f the Emperor o f Rome, in 

William o f  Palerne, who is sought in marriage by the Emperor o f Greece for his son. 

Unusually in a romance, the request is courteously expressed, appealing to the Roman 

Emperor’s civic pride:

sche schal weld at wille more gold j?an 3e silver, 
and have mo solempne cites and semliche casteles 
|)an 3e treuly han smale tounes o[r] untydi houses.

(1453-55)

The Emperor is disarmed and readily assents to the espousal. Melior reassures her 

beloved William that she would as soon be ‘dolven dep quic on erj?e, todrawe or 

onhonged’ (1564) as married to the Greek plutocrat. But despite her assertion of 

independence, she defers to her maid’s better judgement ‘to kenne hem sum coyntice, 

3if sche any couj5e’ (1665). Alisaundrine proposes a visit to the palace kitchen in 

search of authentic fancy dress:

and bogeysliche as a boye busked to ĵ e kychene,
J?er as bumes were busy bestes to hulde, 
and manly sche melled hire J)o me forto help, 
til sche say tidi time hire prey for to take.
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Sche awayted wel l>e white bere-skinnes,
l?at loveli were and large to lappen inne hire frendes;
and went wi3tly awei, wel unparceyved

(1707-13)

Emare may have been able to turn her hand to any needlework, but Melior appears to 

have no facility in sewing bear-skins and leaves the lapping to her maid. Alisaundrine 

bids the lovers make their ursine escape ‘fersly on here foure fet, as fel for swiche 

bestes’ (1766), terrifying the Greek party on the groom ’s stag-night, who ‘went awai a 

wallop, as })ei wod sem ed’ (1770), while she remains in Rome with the cover-story. In 

the morning, when the bride fails to appear for the ceremony, her maid recalls:

t>anne told sche me a tiding, teld was hire tofore 
o f on |)at knew {dc kostome o f t>e cuntre o f Grece, 
l^at everich gome o f Grece as o f grete lordes, 
whan )?ei wedded a wiif, were 3he never so nobul, 
o f emperours or kinges come, and come into Grece, 
sche chold sone be bischet hereselve alone 
in a ful tristy tour, timbired for {)e nones, 
and live J)er in langour al hire lif-time, 
never to weld o f  worldes mer{)e jie worj5 o f a mite. 
t>erfore for so{)e gret sorwe sche made, 
and swor for Jiat sake, to sufftir alle peynes, 
to be honget on hei3 or wij5 horse todrawe, 
sche wold never be wedded to no wi3h o f Grece.
Hire were lever be weded to a wel simplere,
{)ere sche mi3t lede hire lif  in liking and murj)e.

(2009-23)

Either the alleged Greek marriage customs were common currency or Alisaundrine is 

an assiduous reader o f courtly romance, for a similar story occurs in Chretien’s 

Cliges.^^ Ascertaining that the bride has eloped with the ‘wel simplere’ William,

‘Por quoi aussi come an prison / Est gardee an Constantinoble, / Ja n’iert tant riche ne tant noble, / 
L’anpererriz, ques qu’ele soit; / Que I’anperere ne la croit / Tant con de cesti le ramanbre./ Toz jorz la 
fet garder an chanbre’, Chretien de Troyes, Cliges, 11. 6772-78. ‘Therefore every empress, whoever she 
is and regardless o f  her riches and nobility, is kept like a prisoner in Constantinople, for the Emperor 
does not trust her when he recalls the story o f  Fenice. He keeps her confined each day to her chamber.’ 
Chretien de Troyes: Arthurian Romances, trans. William W. Kibler (London: Penguin, 1991). The 
specifications o f  the ‘high tech’ tower for Fenice exceeded even those o f  the prose Vie de Saint Barhe 
in offering all modem conveniences including bathroom suites with hot water on tap, thereby justifying 
Spearing’s soubriquet o f  the ‘Constantinople Hilton’. The M edieval Poet as Voyeur: Looking and 
Listening in Medieval Love-Narration  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 91.
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raised as a foundling at the imperial court, the Emperor has a seizure worthy o f a 

romance Saracen. Mindful that he may be suspected of complicity in her escape, he is 

reassured by the Greek Emperor’s gracious agreement not to raze his ‘smale tounes’ 

and ‘untydi houses’, accepting that the Roman has been duped by his daughter and her 

swete William.

Helen Cooper notes that no romance heroine ever exercises her right of refusal at 

the a l t a r , b u t  by virtue o f Alisaundrine’s quick thinking, Melior comes closer than 

most to leaving her groom in the lurch. The narrative preoccupation with the arrival of 

the dignitaries at St Peter’s in Rome, in anticipation of the society wedding, allows 

ample time for the bears to go to ground, but it also justifies Adelaide Evans Harris’s 

surmise that ‘the fact that her absence was not discovered until the pope stood before 

the high altar helps to substantiate the theory that in medieval romance more attention 

was paid to the wedding than to the bride’. S h e  attracts a great deal more regard after 

she has bolted, especially by those with an interest in claiming the reward for the 

capture of the she-bear and her mate. In a scene strongly evoking the good and evil 

shepherds in Barbara, two colliers discuss the respective profitability o f organic and 

inorganic quarry. One bullishly proposes selling the bears; the other

seide, ‘Do }5i dever J?at |)ow hast to done!
What were t>e Ĵ e beter nou3, J^eiSh J)e beris were here, 
to do hem any duresse? t>ei misdede ĵ e never.’

(25476^8)

But the werewolf s diversionary tactics deny the mercenary collier his meed.

The search-party proves more successftil in tracking down the errant daughter in 

Caxton’s Paris and Vienne, where the heroine proposes the elopement after her father 

the Dauphin has refused consent to her marriage to her beloved. Though Paris

Cooper, English Romance in Time, 311.
Harris, The Heroine o f  M iddle English Romances, 37.
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assumes responsibility for his helpmeet, she takes prudent measures to preserve her

honour and the translator’s reputation with his readers:

Neuertheles tofore or we departe from hens I wyl that ye promyse two thinges / 
the fyrst is / that ye touche not my body vnto the time that we be lawfully 
maryed. The seconde is that ysabeau parte in al the goodes that we shal haue / 
and other thinge wil I not as for this present time / but that onely our departyng 
may be shortely / and I shal pourueye somme jewelles & money for our 
necessyte’^̂

Paris and his accomplice provide the getaway horses, while Vienne and Ysabeau, 

daughter o f the wet-nurse with whom she was fostered, make their escape disguised in 

m en’s clothing. A church provides their first night-shelter, but progress is hindered the 

following day when the aide and his horse are drowned trying to cross a river in full 

spate. Doubting their chance o f evading the pursuers, Vienne advises Paris to make 

his getaway, while she surrenders to the Dauphin whose tender mercy pennits 

Ysabeau to share the heroine’s detention on a diet o f bread and water.^^ A marriage 

proposal from the son o f the Duke o f Burgundy induces the heroine’s indisposition:

sythen xv.dayes that I haue be euyl desposed, o f my persone and, the maladye 
that I haue causeth me to take no playsir for to be maried, for I haue auowed, 
vnto god, neuer to be maryed, to thys man ne to none other, as longe as j shal 
be in this maladye. (197r)

Deferred with jewels and diplomatic apologies, the Duke, who has not yet managed to 

gain an audience with his intended, returns in the expectation o f a more favourable

Paris and Vienne, trans. William Caxton (Andewarpe: Gerard Leeuw, 1492), fo l.l88v. An 
abbreviated version o f  the text is included in Selections from William Caxton, ed. N. F. Blake (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1973). The prudent measures include the female travelling companion. C f  the 
laundress who spares Clarionas the impropriety o f  escaping ‘womanles, / Which had not ben hir honour 
in certayn’ {Generydes, 11. 4510-11).

Hanawalt notes that the ‘bread and water’ punishment was inflicted on suspected felons who refused 
trial by jury. She finds no evidence that ad dietatem  was imposed on women held in custody. Crime in 
East Anglia, 118. Harriet E. Hudson adverts to the rough treatment meted to the Paston women who 
asserted their right to choose their spouse, observing: ‘Compared to theirs, Vienne’s ordeal seems 
nothing extraordinary’. ‘Construction o f  Class, Family, and Gender in Some Middle English Popular 
Romances’, in Class and Gender in Early English Literature: Intersections, ed. Britton J. Harwood and 
Gillian R. Overing (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994), 85.
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reception. Granting Vienne’s request for three days’ respite, the Dauphin orders her a 

new outfit and a roast chicken, her first substantial meal in two months. The daughter, 

however, resorts to the late medieval ‘dirty protest’: she ‘took the two quarters of the 

henne & put them ynder hyr arme hooles, and helde them there so longe that they 

stonken moche strongely’ (199r). Remonstrating with her for her self-neglect, the 

Duke assures her that Burgundians (unlike the maligned Greeks) respect their wives -  

and their parents:

I promyse you by my fayth that ye shal haue playsaunces & libertees in al the 
maners that ye shall conne demaunde / therme I praye you that ye wil not here 
deye so dolorously / & if ye wil not doo it for the loue o f me, yet at the leste do 
it for y® loue of your fader & of your moder: whiche lyue for you in grete 
sorowe and in grete heuynesse, wherfore ye ought to haue pite on them (199r)

But the smell of decaying flesh overcomes his scruples; the suitor withdraws, 

reporting to the Dauphin that his daughter is ‘half roten’ and unlikely to survive much 

longer. The ruse has worked so well that the heroine repeats it when her father offers 

her in marriage to the Moor who has saved his life, yet the Moorish disguise cannot 

conceal from a holy man the hero’s perspicuous merit:

& there yssued so grete stenche that the bisshop ne ye frere might not suffre it: 
Neuertheles ye stynche was to parys a good odour, for he smelled it not. and 
sayde I wote not what ye smelle / for I fele none euyll sauour / and they 
meruaylled strongely. bycause he felte not the odour. & the frere sayd in parys 
name / for this odour shalle I neuer leue you & j assure you j shall neuer 
departe fro hens, vntyl ye haue consented to yt your fader wyll / & vyenne 
answerd moche angrely & saide: by the faith yt j owe to god j shal rather renne

The resourceful Lombard women appear in Deschamps’s M iroir de Mariage: ‘Quant elles virent la 
doleur / Prindrent estat de deux baisselles / Et mistrent desoubz leurs aisselles / Char de poules qu’elz 
ont plumees...’ 11. 10440^ 4 , in Oeuvres Completes, vol. 9. Christine de Pizan transfers the site o f  the 
stinking carrion from the aisselles to the sein: ‘The [murdered] lord’s daughters, who were very 
beautiful girls, were so convinced that they would by raped that they found a very unusual way to 
defend themselves, for which they should be applauded. They took raw chicken meat and tucked it 
between their breasts. The meat soon went o ff in the heat and so, when the enemy approached them, 
they smelt the stench and left them alone, saying; “My God, these Lombard women really stink!” 
Thanks to their foul smell, these women kept themselves very fragrant.’ The Book o f  the City o f  Ladies, 
trans. Brown-Grant, 150.
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wyt my hedde ayenst the walle yt j shal make my brain yssue oute o f my mouth 
/ & so shal ye be the occasion o f my my [sic] deth (209r)

Vienne, apparently, is less easily persuaded that olfactory dysfunction is sufficient 

proof o f  Paris’s identity. Once the hero is affirmed, the heroine pardoned and paternal 

authority vindicated, the disregarded Ysabeau is rewarded for her long suffering by 

marriage to Paris’s ineffectual friend Edward, who played no part in the elopement.

Ysabeau may merit the innocuous Edward, but she is no match for Alisaundrine,

Imayne, or the nameless lavender. There is a perceptible decline in the educational

qualifications o f both ladies and their maids in late romance. At the hero’s insistence,

Blancheflour also learned Latin and to ‘wryte on parchemyne’ {Floris, 34), while

Felice’s father arranged a course o f study worthy o f Katherine o f Alexandria, hiring

renowned scholars from Toulouse to instruct her in the trivium  and quadrivium:

And they hir lemed o f astronomye.
O f Ars-meotrik, and o f geometrye.
O f Sophestrie she was also witty.
O f Rethoric, and o f  other clergye;
Lemed she was in musyke;

{Guy, Caius 87-91)

Even if  the seven liberal arts were the prerequisites o f a proficiency in medicine -  ‘an 

attainment absolutely necessary to all ladies in the times o f chivalry’ -  George Ellis 

considered them wasted on a woman who had signally failed to master ‘the art o f 

knowing her own m ind’.^̂  As the sovereign’s sole heir, Melior explains to Partonope, 

she was educated accordingly, ‘^)at I myghte |)e better goueme J)e kyn[g]dome’ 

{Partonope, 5917). When she had achieved distinction in the liberal arts, ‘Then to 

Nygromauncy sette 1 was, / Then I lemed Enchawntemente[s]’ (5933-34). Although 

she claims that she ‘dyde crattes full mer[el]osly’, her grasp o f  arcana must have been

Ellis, Specim ens o f  R om ances, vol. 2, 8, 20.
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tenuous, as she accuses the hero: ‘All t?ys connynge and all |)ys crafte / Ye haue clene 

fro me be-rafte’ (5976-77).

One cannot escape the conclusion that learning is hazardous to romance heroines. 

Already, in the mid-fourteenth-century William o f  Palerne, we can detect narrative 

anxiety about the dangers o f female education, and arguably o f stepmothers. Thus the 

malevolent second wife o f the King of Spain has been corrupted by her scholarship -  

‘for al jDe werk o f wicchecraft wel ynou3 che cou31?e; / nede nadde 3he namore of 

nigramauncy to lere’ (118-19) -  which doubtless explains why psychic and psycho

analytic powers pertain to Alisaundrine -  ‘Ful conyng was sche and coynt, and coujje 

fele Jiinges / o f charmes and o f chantemens to schewe harde castis’ (653-54) -  rather 

than the heroine, the ungifted Melior, whose elementary education cannot compete 

with the advanced learning of her namesake. Where an Anglo-Norman heroine like 

Ydoine might dabble in dream-weaving, any show of ‘somnipotence’ or white 

witchcraft is delegated to maids and marginal women in the later English romances.^^

Although Florence was ‘set to scole... / Tyll sche cowde of ĵ e boke telle’ (Le Bone 

Florence, 58-59), the narrator reserves his admiration for her mastery of the harp and 

psaltery. Proficiency in music befits either sex -  Degrevant and Melidor are both 

practised harpists and singers -  but courtesy, fine needlework, functional literacy and 

first aid are the only courtly accomplishments required o f the late medieval heroine. 

Where Josian sang for her supper, later heroines are expected merely to provide 

postprandial entertainment. Judging by her ability to turn her hand to flaying carcasses 

in the kitchen, Alisaundrine had received the benefit of a broad curricular education,

™ In an example o f  Cooper’s ‘magic that does not work’, Ydoine arranges for three sorceresses to 
impersonate the Parcae and visit her somnolent bridegroom to warn him o f the abject misery he will 
find in the proposed marriage. Unfortunately the ominous dreams do not deter the hardy or heedless 
groom; the marriage goes ahead, necessitating the bride’s resort to the typical female malady to 
preserve her chastity. Amadas et Ydoine: roman du X IIf  siecle, translated into modem French by Jean- 
Claude Aubailly (Paris; Honore Champion, 1986).
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which doubtless would have fitted her far better for foraging in the forest than either 

William or Melior, who are dependent on the w erewolf to supply their provisions. But 

with the decline in educational opportunities for women in romance, the earlier 

escape-route from unwanted marriage is obstructed: heroines no longer have the 

means or the imaginative maids to succeed.

Dorothy Everett found Floripas wanting ‘the good manners that one expects o f a 

romance heroine,’^' and it is noticeable that the women o f the later narratives 

complement such perceived deficiencies by becoming paragons o f propriety and 

discretion. Wives and mothers have always given advice to their menfolk; sometimes 

for good, as in the Erie ofToulous, where Beulybon attempts to mediate in the turf 

war between the Earl and her husband; more often for ill, as the queen mothers’ 

malice reveals in Octavian, Emare and Helyas. In Partonope, the hero’s mother, 

anxious about her son’s union with the invisible Melior, consults her own mother ‘in 

home hur affyaunce / Was grettely for sche was bo{?e olde and wyse’ (5635-36), who 

recommends bringing in the bishop. Rather than reverence for matriarchal sagacity, 

the narrative introduces the feared ‘freemasonry o f  women’ that Fellows detects in

-j-y
The Awntyrs o ff  Arthure. The reformed mothers in later romances sensibly restrict

73their rede to daughters and prospective daughters-in-law. The heroines are in any 

case less likely to be motherless, and rather more receptive to gratuitous advice. And 

the ladies’ maids, however well bom, share the disability o f all migrant labour, o f

Dorothy Everett, ‘A Characterization o f  the English Medieval Romances’, in Essays on M edieval 
English Literature, ed. Patricia Kean (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1955), 20. Metlitzki found Floripas 
deficient in morals rather than manners. See above, n, 21.

Fellows, ‘Mothers’, 54. The matriarchal ‘wise woman’ is a peculiarly English innovation: she does 
not feature in the French source, Partonopeu de Blois. Partonope complies with the bishop’s ‘cunselle 
t>at ye hur se’ (5794), by taking his mother’s lantern with him on his return to Melior. When he destroys 
Melior’s power and her trust in him he holds his mother responsible: ‘Ye haue made me betraye my 
loue also / Youre crafte for euer hath me vndo’ (6529-30), and threatens to disaffiliate.

Although mothers can and sometimes do give advice to sons -  Melusine, and the mothers o f  Roswall 
and Perceval, for instance -  it is seldom taken. See Helen Cooper, ‘Good Advice on Leaving Home in 
the Romances’, in Youth in the Middle Ages, ed. P. J. P. Goldberg and Felicity Riddy (York: York 
Medieval Press, 2004), 115.

305



being the target o f surrogate motherhood and male-authored manuals o f marital 

precepts. In this respect the counsel begins to resemble a late medieval courtesy text, 

differing little in substance from the contemporary guide to good housekeeping. How 

the Good WijfTau3te Hir DouSlir. Such texts transmit domestic values rather than 

skills; as Felicity Riddy notes, the advice is invariably ideological rather than 

practical,addressing those, like all maids and most romance heroines, separated by 

death or distance from their umbilical source o f sagacity.

With the exception o f the princess in The Squyr o f Lowe Degre, no woman is as 

sententious as the widowed Queen o f Sicily in William o f Palerne. As the estranged 

mother of the hero, she does not presume to counsel her long-lost and newly regained 

son, but saves her prescriptions for the three brides. Given her concerted opposition to 

the demand for her only daughter in marriage, and her hospitality to the ftigitive 

lovers, she is a surprising convert to the matrimonial cause -  a gamekeeper with a 

penchant for poachers. When William and Melior, now disguised as hart and hind, 

arrive safely at Sicily, their passage ensured by the werewolf, they find the kingdom 

laid waste by the King of Spain, who is besieging Palermo in his hostile bid for the 

royal princess as wife for his son, ‘ac |5e quen for no cas no wold Jiat wedding graunt’ 

(2644). Florence remains silent on the suit; unlike her eponymous namesake and the 

anonymous princess of Tars, she is unmoved by the carnage on her account. The 

citizens appeal to the Queen ‘to acorde wi}5 Ĵ e king and graunte his wille / for |)ei no 

lenger in no maner mi3t meyntene J>at sege’ (2657-58). But the Queen, who has in the 

meantime sought assistance from her father the Emperor of Greece -  the same who 

sued for Melior as wife for his son -  asks the barons to convey to the King o f Spain a 

request for fourteen days’ grace, after which she will surrender if the imperial

Riddy speculates that courtesy texts were intended for urban consumption, sometimes specifically for 
female migrant labour. ‘Mother Knows Best; Reading Social Change in a Courtesy Text’, Speculum  71 
(1996): 72-73. The female workforce was effectively as motherless as the typical romance heroine.
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reinforcements have not arrived. The Spanish rebuff is nullified by the Queen’s 

notification, in a dream, o f the providential arrival o f the two deer in the castle 

demesne. Entering into the spirit o f the narrative and the skin o f a hind, she cautiously 

approaches the farouche pair and explains the circumstances o f the Spanish King’s 

siege, that ‘al {5is duresse he me do|) for my dou3ter sake; / asent wold sche nou3t his 

sone to w if hire w eld’ (3152-53), even though the resistance seems to be at the 

Q ueen’s behest.

William accepts the invitation to defend his still unidentified birth mother, and 

Melior, for whom the escapade is now over, confinement in the donjon with her future 

sister-in-law Florence, to await the warriors’ pleasure. The Spanish King’s subsequent 

admission o f defeat -  Tt is a botles bale, bi God jiat me fourmed, / t[o] willne after a 

w if l^at is awaywarde evere!’ (3984-85) -  does not spare him further reprimand from 

his werewolf son once restored to the Alphouns-likeness that God him formed: ‘Faire 

fader, bi mi feiji, folili 3e wrouBten / to wilne after wedlok jiat wold nou3t asente’ 

(4596-97). In reward for his selfless services to the hero, William offers Alphouns his 

kingdom and all therein (with the exception o f Melior), but Alphouns desires only 

what his half-brother did: the fair Florence in marriage. Relieved, perhaps, not to have 

to part with his kingdom, the hero instantly accedes -  ‘it were a wonderful werk 3if 

|?ou woldest evere / meke t>e in eny maner to be maried so lowe’ (4744-45) -  without 

troubling to consult the lowly Florence or even her formidable mother. In romance, as 

in law, Noel James Menuge observes, ‘consent is relative’; and it is a matter best left 

to relatives to determine. The Queen’s brother and the Emperor o f Rome converge on 

Sicily in response respectively to her distress call and the hero’s request for the

Noel James Menuge, ‘Female Wards and Marriage in Romance and Law: A Question o f  Consent’, in 
Young M edieval Women, ed. Katherine J. Lewis et al. (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 1999), 164. Menuge 
is not convinced that Florence has even reached the canonical age o f  consent at the time she is given 
away by her brother who may be still only fourteen. The narrative refers, with a sentimental disregard 
to the passage o f  time, to the ‘longe 3eres’ (1057) o f  William and Melior’s secret love.
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pleasure o f the company o f  his foster family at his wedding. Understandably peeved at 

having lost his young bride to his newly acknowledged nephew, the Greek prince 

retires with remarkably good grace, the only eligible bachelor not to be offered a wife 

in the matrimonial clearing-house.

Meanwhile, the transformed bears, hart, hinds and werewolf, like foxes who have 

lost their tails, impress on the wily Alisaundrine the infinite joys o f marriage to 

Braundnis, the half-brother o f  Alphouns, demonstrably so unacceptable a son-in-law 

to the Queen o f S ic i ly .I r e n e  McKeehan criticises the narrative failure to account for 

the undesirability o f the Spanish suitor -  disqualified neither by height, race nor 

religion -  maintaining that it ‘spoils the motivation’ it might also spoil the reward, 

but beggar-maids cannot be choosers o f  their husbands, or electors o f  celibacy. The 

agreeable Emperor commends his daughter to the Q ueen’s merciftil care and consoles 

Alisaundrine that ‘God has })e nou3t forgete, my gode hende mayde, / for worchipfulli 

artou wedded to welde a kinges sone’ (5156-57), albeit an unprepossessing cadet who 

will inherit neither the earth nor the kingdom o f Spain. The Queen, W illiam and 

Melior take it upon themselves to remind Florence o f  her duty to ‘love J)i lord evere, / 

and be ever busili aboute him buxumli to serve’ (5 4 3 9 ^0 ),

And to Alisaundrine anon ri3t |5ei sayde 
sadli in same wise sche schold hire lord love; 
and sche, sore sikande, seide |)at sche wold.

(5 4 4 6 ^ 8 )

In the Irish version o f  William, the hero asks Mehor to find a husband ‘suitable in rank and birth’ for 
Alisaundrine, and she proposes the rejected suitor: ‘uair ata mac aluinn aontomha ag rTgh na Spainne 
darab comhainm Pronndanennsi, neach baoi ag iarraidh do dheirbhsheatharsa, & far milleadh an tir si & 
an talamh a ttam ar n-a fheimdheadh uimpe... Tabhair-si Alexaindria do mhnaoi & do bhaincheile dho,’ 
ar si, ‘6 ata do dheirbhshiur aga bhrahair ele, & dena fen gach maith da ricfid a leas orra iar sin.’ (The 
King o f  Spain has a handsome, unmarried son called Pronndanennsi, who sought your sister’s hand and 
through whom this land where we now are was devastated when it was refused... Give Alexandria as 
wife to him, since his brother is to marry thy sister. Then do thou bestow whatever they need upon 
them.) Eachtra Uilliam: An Irish Version of William ofPalerne, edited with English translation by 
Cecile O ’Rahilly (Dublin; Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1949), 11. 4717-26.

Irene Pettit McKeehan: 'Guillaume de Palerne: A Medieval “Best Seller’” , PMLA 41 (1926): 792.
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In this noble romance o f happy families, every member can and must choose his or, 

by special licence, her partner, and parents be induced to confirm the rightness o f their 

choice. Arlyn Diamond believes that the poet solves the conflict o f marital interests 

between consenting couples and dissenting parents (or vice versa) by ‘hav[ing] it both 

ways. Marriage in the romances forces a narrative crisis, one in the end resolved by an

7 0

apparently disruptive love, which in turn leads to a “better” m arriage.’ But the 

conflict applies only to the upper nobility: for Alisaundrine, ‘sadli’, there is no choice 

but ‘sore sikande’ to consent.

The narrative zeal for marriage is nowhere more apparent than in Caxton’s

prefaces to his translations o f French romances, although the printer’s native caution

seems to have tempered his enthusiasm for the genre, as only eight romances feature

among his seventy-two title s .C o m m erc ia l acumen doubtless dictated his decision

not to reprint any o f these ‘novelties’, if  he regarded them, as N. F. Blake surmises, as

80a passing fashion soon sated. The printer’s marked preference for moral and didactic 

tracts may explain his representation o f the romances as courtesy texts addressing the 

concerns o f the paterfamilias for his daughters’ marriage prospects. In the dedication 

o f Blanchardyn and Eglantine, translated from the contemporary derimage o f the 

early thirteenth-century Blancandin et I ’Orgueilleuse d ’amour, allegedly at the request 

o f  Margaret Beaufort, the Queen Mother, he promotes its value as exemplary leisure- 

reading for ‘all vertuouse yong noble gentylmen & wymmen’, and especially,

for gentyl yonge ladyes & damoysellys, for to leme to be stedfaste & constaunt 
in their parte to theym that they ones haue promysed and agreed to suche as 
haue putte their lyues ofte in leopardye for to playse theym to stande in grace...

Arlyn Diamond, ‘Loving Beasts: The Romance o f  William ofPcilerne', in The Spirit o f  Medieval 
English Popular Romance, ed. Ad Putter and Jane Gilbert (Harlow: Longman, 2000), 153.
™ Anne F. Sutton and Lydia Visser-Fuchs, ‘Choosing a Book in Late Fifteenth-Century England and 
Burgundy’, in England and the Low Countries, ed. Barron and Saul, 70.

N. F. Blake, ‘Caxton’s Reprints’, in William Caxton and English Literary Culture (London: 
Hambledon Press, 1991), 109.
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The sentiment could have been taken verbatim from his best-selling conduct book,

The Book o f  the Knight o f  the Tower. As La Tour Landry condemned any exhibition 

of pride or disobedience in wives and daughters, so Caxton discourages any 

insubordination to the rule o f marriage to a deserving hero.

Reproofs o f the proud heroine are offered from within as well as without. Where 

Imayne may have attempted to supplant the Fere in Ipomadon’s affections, the 

nursemaid in Blanchardyn not only knows her place but her mistress’s too, and takes 

every opportunity to remind the haughty Eglantine of the deference due to her noble 

suitor. Blanchardyn evidently acquired the art of courtly love not from reading the 

dialogues in Andreas Capellanus’s manual but from the knight who first mentioned 

‘lorguylleuse damours’ and who advised him to waylay the lady when she is out 

riding with her nurse, offer his services and steal a kiss:

Yf ye doo so, I ensure yow ye shal be the happyest of alle other / For my herte 
ludgeth yf ye may haue that onely cusse / and ye wyll but yf it be long on yow 
/ hit shal be occasyon of a loue inseparable betwyx her and you in tyme to 
come / How be it I knowe right wel, and make no doubte at all / but that first of 
all hit shall toume / for pryde o f her, tyl a grete displeasire vnto her, and shal 
be therof wors apayed more then reason requyreth. (39)

The bold lover does as he is bidden and rides away leaving the heroine still smarting 

and humiliated by this stranger’s breach of decorum. For the ‘proude pucelle’, the 

assault is a capital offence; for the nurse, it is a gentleman’s privilege:

Alas, my goode damoyselle, I haue right grete merueylle, how a prynces of so 
grete renounne as ye be of, may make so grete a sorowe of a thynge o f nought, 
yf a gentyl man hath kyst you, take ye hit for a folye or dishonoure whiche is 
not so. noon but I haue seen it, & make no doubte that euere hit sholde be 
discouered nor knowen by me. Soo pray I you, that ye wyl cesse your grete 
sorowe. (43-44)
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She dissuades Eglantine from raising the hue and cry, warning her o f the risk to her

reputation in making the incident public knowledge: people will say, as they always

do in such a situation, that the lady was asking for it.

Female desire, accommodated and even celebrated in Anglo-Norman narratives,

as we have seen, is requisitioned by late medieval romance. Where the passionate

Rymenhild and Josian acted impulsively, for their fifteenth-century followers desire

81becomes compulsory and restrictive: the disabling desire to be desired. If female 

libido was a hitherto underexploited resource in romance, its newly esteemed bonding 

capacity renders it an essential agent o f social stability. The difference is detectable in 

the revisions o f early romance. In the late fourteenth-century Chevelere Assigne, no 

reason is given for the Queen M other’s malice toward her son’s new wife, to whom 

she ‘cawsed much sorwe’;*̂  indeed, the pregnant Queen’s slander o f a poor mother o f

83twins, as in Lay le Frcine, provides poetic justification for her own multiple birth.

But in Robert Copland’s Helyas Knight o f  the Swanne (1504), an amplified translation 

o f the French source, the narrator contextualises the mother-in-law’s rancour and 

overdetermines the issue. Matabrune, the daughter o f a rich king, was given in 

marriage in settlement o f the dispute between her father and another ‘king puissant’:

Howbeit neuerthelesse that the sayd kynge Pyeron hym accorded to take to 
wyfe the sayd Matabrune for that she had grete possessyon o f landes and other 
infynyte rychesses Wherby as thystory sayth y® maryage was made by 
coueytyse & not by loue w herof many harmes grewe.... The whiche possyble 
came by goddes wyl for y‘ the sayd maryage was not cordyally made as is sayd 
/ or for a more merytoryous welthe.... And it is often seen y* maryage made by

Ria Lemaire observes the comparable devolution o f  female desire in medieval love lyric: from ‘he 
whom I love’ to ‘he who loves m e’. ‘Explaining Away the Female Subject: The Case o f  Medieval 
Lyric’, Poetics Today 7 (1986): 731.

Chevelere Assigne, in M iddle English M etrical Romances, ed. French and Hale, 1. 39. The editors 
point out that in the French source the otherworldly origins o f  her son’s bride account for Matabrune’s 
hostility to her unwanted daughter-in-law.

Multiple births were believed to indicate multiple fathers. If the multiparity impugned Beatrice’s 
fidelity, Matabrune’s substitution o f seven whelps for the new-born septuplets causes the calumniation 
o f the Queen for the aggravated offence o f  a multiple monstrous birth.
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couetyse cometh to no perfectyo[n] o f goodnesse.^'*

Though the ill-used Matabrune has been made the instrument o f divine will as well as 

narrative expedience, and the sins o f the fathers are here visited on the daughter-in- 

law, the translator nonetheless adverts to the essence of marriage in the late medieval 

romances: that it be made for love, not money (unless, of course, the wealth is 

meritorious). Corrupted by the covetousness o f the kings, Matabrune berates her son 

for his disparagement in presuming to marry as he pleases:

I apperceyue your ygnourau[n]ce that ye now wyll so abate your estate / as to 
take a symple damoysell & you beynge a ryght puyssaunt and noble kynge 
myght demaunde and haue to wyfe the doughter o f y® moost ryche and noble 
prynce that myght be founde vpon the erthe / & fynably you and yours possede 
his reame by successyon. (cap.3)

Oryant will not be dissuaded from the match, reproving his mother, as the narrator has 

already reminded the reader, that ‘maryage ought not to be made but yf y*̂ partyes 

were contente & of good accorde’ (cap. 3). His bride is a lady of no mean birth, who 

unwittingly accused him of trespass on her land, whereupon ‘he toke her in so grete 

pleasure y' he was sodaynly surprysed of her loue in suche wyse that fro than he 

purposed in hymselfe to take her to wyfe & spouse’ (cap. 2). Oryant’s peremptory 

assertion of his sovereign right to tribute and homage induces the loving subject to 

succumb to his hitherto unnoticed charisma, in grateful recognition o f her duty ‘to 

obey & accepte [his] good & noble wyl’ (cap. 2). Love, it seems, can be called to 

order at his majesty’s pleasure.

The Middle English King Ponthus and the Fair Sidone is a fifteenth-century prose 

translation of a French revision of Horn et Rimenhild composed in honour o f a

The History ofH elyas Knight o f  the Swcinne, trans. Robert Copland (London, 1504; Kessinger reprint 
o f New York, 1901 facsimile edition o f  Wynkyn de Worde’s 1512 text), cap. 1, no pagination.
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member o f the La Tour Landry family. The heir apparent o f the Knight o f the Tower 

doubtless found the narrative more edifying than the modem contributor to the 

Manual, who deprecates the sententious tone and desiderates the ‘primitive power o f 

the original’.R y m e n h i ld ’s desire has been rescripted in conformity with popular 

notions o f courtesy and Chretien de Troyes. The self-respecting Sidone, daughter o f 

the King o f Little Britain, does not attempt to seduce the asylum-seeking son o f the 

assassinated Spanish King, but promises to return his affection by loving him as her 

knight on condition ‘that I may perceyve that ye thinke noon othre wyse bot forto 

kepe the state and the worshipp o f me; and if  ye thinke any velanye, I shall neuer loue

o z

you’. Felicity Riddy reads ‘velanye’ as a composite o f  social and sexual

87impropriety; it is what no gentleman would dream o f doing with his lemman, and 

any lady would disdain to request. When the evil steward accuses Ponthus o f conduct 

unbecoming to a knight, the hero elects a seven-year exile in England and suggests to 

Sidone that she remain chaste for the duration. He distinguishes him self on sabbatical 

by repelling an Irish invasion, and proposes the defeated king as a suitable husband 

for the younger daughter o f  his host, to which she acquiesces, ‘if  it pleasse my fadre 

and my brethre’ (79). The English King agrees to keep the peace, the Irish King’s 

consent is inferred and the wedding takes place ‘with grete fest and ioy’.

Meanwhile, the British King conveys to his daughter a marriage proposal from 

the King o f Burgundy, and her procrastination risks the withdrawal o f her father’s 

love, ‘bot if  you agree you to hym ’ (89). Like Vienne rather than Rymenhild, the 

heroine pleads ‘a greavaunce and a dysease’, and is granted respite until Whitsuntide, 

coincidentally the occasion o f the hero’s return in time to defeat and accidentally kill

Charles W. Dunn, ‘Romances Derived from English Legends’, in Manual, ed. Burke Severs, 22.
King Ponthus and the Fair Sidone, ed. Frank Jewett Mather (Baltimore, 1897), 17.
Riddy, ‘Middle English Romance’, 243.
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the groom in a tourney. Everyone acquits themselves honourably; the bride’s father 

regards the outcome as providential and consents to the marriage of Sidone and 

Ponthus; the brothers of the deceased accept the victor’s profijse apologies. The happy 

couple, happier ‘an hundreth tymes more than they made semblaunce’ (105), are 

handfasted by the Bishop the following Monday, and on the first day of the feast,

Ponthus made a vowe which was mych spoken of, for he said thus, ‘Because 
the people o f the courte shuld not say that the kyng had gyven his doghtre to a 
man withouten livelode, I make myn avowe to God, that I neuer kyssed hir[e] 
requiryng vylleny, when I went oute o f this contreye, ne I thoght neuer to doo 
othre wyse to hir[e], then I myght to myn awn modre.’ (108-9)

Ponthus returns to Galicia to pay his respects to his mother and reclaim his 

patrimony, whereupon the steward falsely reports his death, as in Le Bone Florence, 

and ‘the concentyng of hir[e] fadre, that he wold haue hir[e], whethre she wold or 

noo’ (127). Sidone is disinclined to credit the death of her husband or the duplicity of 

her father, and takes herself off to the tower with a modest supply of victuals, rocks, 

spars and stones. Failing to dislodge her from her stronghold, the steward detains her 

father -  ‘for he be all doyted and has noo wytt, and he wold lyghtly concente to the 

lewde counsell o f his doghtre’ (128) -  and uses him as a messenger boy. In response 

to the steward’s threat to starve them into submission, father and daughter offer a 

settlement that excludes marriage. The steward, evidently motivated by love not 

‘covetise’, rejects the king’s ransom in favour o f his daughter. A month’s respite is 

requested, but only four days granted, before ‘she was led to the chirche, and the 

byschop did wed theym. the teres fell often tymes and thyk from hir[e] eyn’ (132), so 

that she may have missed the decapitation o f the groom by the returned Ponthus.

** Despite the customary association o f  tournaments with weddings, they are underreported in 
contemporary accounts. Only when drama or disaster intervenes -  fatal injuries to participants or 
spectators, such as the collapse o f  the viewing scaffold at Basle, in 1315 -  do the events merit a place in 
historical records. See Barber and Barker, Tournaments, 169-72.
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Recalling the nubile elder daughter o f the King o f England, whom he had refused 

to marry in exile, the hero proposes her as wife to his cousin german. Her uncle gives 

his blessing, her father his conditional consent, ‘so that it plese my doghtre’, and she 

genuflects, saying that ‘what it pleased hym to commaund hir[e], she shuld doo it’ 

(137). The wedding is celebrated a week later, and the bride, who ‘had ryght grete 

ioye in hir[e] hert, all thoghe she made ther[e] bot simple chere outeward’ (143), 

expresses her contentment with her second-best husband. As a mark o f  respect to the 

deceased King o f  Burgundy, the jousting is adjourned until the following day, and the 

hero dispenses exemplary advice to his cousin german on marriage, morals and self- 

governance. Ponthus is well placed to lecture Pollides, being an acclaimed gentleman. 

The disappointed daughter o f the English King, for instance, complimented him on 

‘the beautie, the bountie, the goode maneres, and the feyr[e] countenaunce, that ye 

haue’ (75); at his wedding, ‘he was gretly prased for his grete larges’ (108). As Riddy 

remarks, such qualities are not merely traditional chivalric virtues; they are exactly the

89domestic distinctions that mark him out as an ideal husband.

The overwhelming impression o f Ponthus is o f functionally happy and 

harmonious families: every member conducts him self with the utmost courtesy and 

consideration. Fathers make themselves agreeable to daughters; daughters wish to 

please their fathers; brothers respond with admirable restraint; no one speaks ill o f the 

dead, and only the evil steward behaves boorishly. Whether Ponthus was written for 

the gratification o f  Ponthus La Tour Landry, as Mather maintains, or Geoffroi IV, as 

Dunn contends, is immaterial: to the reader o f the genre, medieval romance represents 

the ideological projection o f an extended family. An Enlightenment apologist,

William Taylor o f Norwich, regarded the narratives as nascent epics or dynastic sagas

Riddy, ‘Middle English Romance’, 243.
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that ‘illustrate the manners of remote ages, record the inter-marriages of eminent 

families, and attach pedigrees, as it were, to the gods’. B u t  in the late romances, the 

gods appear more as household lares, presiding like the paterfamilias over hearth and 

medieval home.

In the prose romance The Three Kings ’ Sons {c. 1500), the gods look favourably on 

the pan-European family o f true believers. The King of Sicily, like the King of Tars, 

has refused to surrender his daughter to a barbarous Saracen; but ‘what a blessing it 

was,’ Furnivall declaims in one of his idiosyncratic ‘forewords’, ‘in old Days of 

Romance, for a Christian King, beset by Turks, to have a beautiful daughter!’*̂' His 

appeal for help is answered by three Christian Princes in disguise who collectively 

rout the Sultan’s forces, but not before they have ‘endure[d] the familiar pangs and

92trials of outrageous romance’ in which each loses his heart to the Sicilian princess 

and, very nearly, his head to the Sultan. The victorious princes, ‘eche o f [whom] loued 

othir as bretheren’ (163), are invited to return the following year for the restricted- 

entry three-day tournament to find a husband for lolante, and fraternal affection 

trumps the love o f a spouse. The newly crowned Philip o f France wins the trophy, and 

the meritorious finalists reach an accord: the young English King offers one of his 

sisters to the Scottish sovereign, ‘for the grete loue, and long acqueyntaunce and 

familiarite that had ben bitwene them’ (197), and the other to the Duke o f Burgundy, 

uncle of the French monarch. But the elderly Duke declines the award, saying, ‘verily 

he wold neuer be maried / nor in his youthe entendid no mariage’ (197-98), so the 

unclaimed prize passes to the new Sultan, a recent convert to Christianity. The deal,

William Taylor o f  Norwich, cited by Arthur Johnston, Enchanted Ground: The Study o f  M edieval 
Romance in the Eighteenth Century (London: Athlone Press, 1964), 175.

F. J. Furnivall, ‘Forewords’ to The Three K in gs’ Sons. Fumivall’s irreverent prefaces have provoked 
more critical comment even than Caxton’s. See William Benzie, Dr. F. J. Furnivall: Victorian Scholar 
Adventurer (Hovman, Okla.: Pilgrim Books, 1983), 145.

Homstein, ‘Miscellaneous Romances’ in Manual, ed. Burke Severs, 164.
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however, depends on the consent o f the Sultan’s sister to be given in marriage to the 

English King, ‘and her hert serued hir vnto him / she saide “right wele, if  she might 

kepe hir owne feith’” (199), a condition for which neither Islamic law nor the fraternal 

pact p ro v id e s .T h e  Sultan reminds her that, should she resist, ‘by you shall y lese the 

moost sure & specialle frendes y haue in this w orld’ (199). Faced with the dilemma o f 

forfeiting her soul or his benevolence, she extemporises; the Sultan undertakes to 

vouch for her spiritual safe conduct, and the Christian brothers ‘made them to shewe 

hir oure feith / and they exhorted hir in suche wise that she was agreable to be 

cristened’ (200). And they all lived, happily and fruitfully, as an extended family -  

even the celibate Duke o f  Burgundy ‘could not departe from his Nevew e’ (206). But 

the sister who was married to the Sultan, whose subjects were signally less keen than 

he on Christian conversion, has her sentence to exogamy remitted. His premature 

death releases her from the childless marriage, leaving her free to retire gracefully to 

the bosom o f her Christian family.

While the resistance o f  the Sultan’s sister to the arranged marriage collapsed after 

five days, in The Squyr o f  Lowe Degre (c. 1500), the princess o f Hungary succeeds in 

negotiating a fourteen-year stay o f execution. The seven years o f  foreign service that 

she imposes on the squire to raise his rank and chivalric profile strongly suggests 

procrastination, or even prevarication. Septennial sentences are conventional in 

medieval romance, but the squire has already ‘loved her more then seven yere, / Yet 

was he o f her love never the nere’ (17-18) before she appears to take pity on the 

prostrate sufferer beneath her window. The steward Sir Maradose, the only character 

distinguished by a personal name and a reputation for maleficence, reports his 

suspicions to the King, who orders the squire’s arrest only if  he forces entry to her

Under Islamic law, permission to marry outside the faith was a male privilege (see above, n. 26). 
Women who married non-Muslim men committed technical adultery and were subject to the condign 
punishment. See Nirenberg, Communities o f  Violence, 136-37.
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chamber, but the steward and his posse anticipate the lover’s actions. In the melee that 

ensues, Maradose is killed, the squire seized, and the mutilated corpse dressed by his 

colleagues in the captive’s clothes. The princess embalms the body o f  her presumed 

lover and keeps it for seven years in a reliquary at the head o f her bed.'̂ '* After a brief 

detention at his majesty’s pleasure, the squire is sworn to secrecy and sent abroad to 

serve the remainder o f  his sentence. By the time he returns from the dead, and she 

from her self-inflicted mourning, neither is in the first flush o f  youth.

Given the father’s equanimity about his daughter’s marriage to the squire, Loomis 

finds the misalliance theme unconvincing: though the King is well disposed toward 

his daughter, he subjects her to seven years o f  ‘needless anguish’. T h e  alleged 

anguish seems, however, to be the princess’s self-projection. Several scholars have 

drawn attention to the extreme narrativity o f  the text, with the containment o f  the 

action in direct and reported s p e e c h . O n  overhearing the lover’s complaint, the

Harris finds the princess’s proficiency in embalming as improbable as Alisaundrine’s in flaying, and 
consigns both ‘to the realms o f pure romance’. The Heroine, 18. The perceived improbability would 
seem to attach more to their marital status than their sex. Wives and widows often followed their 
husband’s trade. A Salop widow pursued her deceased husband’s craft of tanner (Diane Hutton, 
‘Women in Fourteenth Century Shrewsbury’, in Women and Work, ed. Charles and Duffin, 93), and a 
London widow continued to trade as a skinner, and train apprentices (Elspeth Veale, ‘Matilda Penne, 
Skinner (d. 1393-3)’, in Medieval London Widows, ed. Barron and Sutton, 47-54); Lacey finds others 
employed as barber-surgeons, apothecaries, armourers, ironmongers, artists, bookbinders and 
booksellers (‘Women and W ork’, 48-53), although in some cases their competence was contested by 
male plaintiffs. The Westminster building accounts for 1348 record ‘Katherine the smith w ife’ as 
‘steeling and battening the masons’ tools’ (Swanson, Medieval Artisans, 68). 27 rural and 9 urban 
women smiths appear in the West Riding o f Yorkshire poll tax o f 1379 (Goldberg, ‘W omen’s W ork’, 
46), and one is depicted in the c.1340 Holkham Bible (BL MS Add. 47682, fol. 31a). Thus we cannot 
assume that there were no female morticians. Wrapping bodies in winding sheets was in any case 
women’s work, customarily valued at 2d. See Felicity Riddy, ‘Looking Closely: Authority and 
Intimacy in the Late Medieval Urban Home’, in Gendering the Master Narrative: Women and Power in 
the Middle Ages, ed. Mary C. Erler and Maryanne Kowaleski (Ithaca: Cornel! University Press, 2003), 
223. The preservation of the beloved’s remains is not unprecedented in literature: Boccaccio’s Isabella 
is an early practitioner {Decameron 4.5).

Loomis, Mediaeval Romance, 264. The King does not explain his motives, but A. C. Spearing’s 
speculation on paternal unwillingness to surrender his daughter to her future husband ignores the 
evidence that the exile was originally ordained by the daughter. ‘Secrecy, Listening and Telling in The 
Squyr o f  Lowe Degre', Journal o f  Medieval and Renaissance Studies 20 (1990): 292.

Notably Carol Fewster, who claims that the Squyr ‘breaks down the idea o f narrative language as 
separate from characters’ actions. Characters’ language substitutes for their actions; it becomes 
narration’. Traditionality and Genre, 139. The princess’s instructions (11. 152-278) overwhelm the 
squire’s fulfilment of the mixture of ‘command and prophecy’ (Spearing, ‘Secrecy’, 278), which is 
compressed into a mere fifteen lines of the narrative (11. 885-900).
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princess, patently a romance aficionado, delivers an excursus on chivalric rules o f  

engagement (152-278), and draws up a fitness programme specifying how and where 

the squire must fulfil his commission. The exaggerated attention to his appearance -  

she designs and blazons a heraldic coat o f arms in what Kieman dubs a ‘mock 

investiture’^̂  -  elicits comment from most critics, but none, to my knowledge, has 

satisfactorily accounted for the coronal spiked with ostrich feathers. Kieman, in 

conformity with his thesis o f  burlesque, adverts to the surfeit o f colours in the 

chivalric strip, signally in the ‘dyvers hewe’ o f  the squire’s coxcomb; the obtmsive 

ostrich plumes might equally indicate the princess’s ‘barbarous’ resistance to the

Q O

proposed union. Returning unexpectedly that night to take formal leave o f his lady, 

incongmously evoking the biblical beloved’s aperi mihi soror mea arnica mea (Cant. 

5:2), ‘open to me, my sister, my love’, the squire hammers on her door:

Undo thy dore, my worthy wyfe,
I am besette with many a knyfe.
Undo your dore, my lade swete,
I am beset with enemyes great;
And, lady, but ye wyll aryse,
I shall be dead with myne enemyes.

(539-44)

K. S. Kieman, "Undo Your Door and the Order of Chivalry’, Studies in Philology 70 (1973), 346, 
349. The princess is technically not empowered to dub the Squire, unless, perhaps, in extremis. Kieman 
likewise refers to the skirmish outside the chamber as a ‘mock tournament’ (361). R. W. Southern 
compares the private contractual act of knighthood to marriage in as much each acquired ecclesiastical 
ceremonies in the twelfth century. The Making o f  the Middle Ages (London, 1953; reprint, Pimlico, 
1993), 110. In this instance the ‘mock investiture’ appears to replace the clandestine marriage.

Kieman observes that the princess has specified colours enough for the six yeomen who are to ride 
by his side. "Undo Your Door’, 355-56. The extravagance is not confined to the colours: in 1467, a 
single ostrich feather was valued at 5s. See Isobel Harvey, ‘An Ostrich Visits the East o f England’, in 
Much Heaving and Shoving: Essays fo r  Colin Richmond, ed. Margaret Aston and Rosemary Horrox 
(Lavenham, 2005), 133. Rene d 'A n jou’s Treatise (Paris, BN MS Fr2693 fol.70v) shows the 
presentation of a toumament trophy: a jewel bedecked with ostrich feathers; this fifteenth-century 
manuscript illustration is reproduced in Barber and Barker, Tournaments, 187. The Duke o f Burgundy 
must thus have enjoyed multiple victories to have accumulated the estimated 500 feathers in his 
equipage. See Tournaments, 44. Christa Grossinger regards ostrich feathers (and dagged clothing) as 
iconographic indicators o f mercenaries in sixteenth-century woodcuts and engravings. Humour and 
Folly in Secular and Profane Prints o f  Northern Europe, 1430-1540 (London: Harvey Miller, 2002), 
155. Given the narrative preoccupation with ‘golde and fe’, the feathery overdetermination may well 
denote mercenary motives. For the struthian association with St Barbara, see Chapter 4, n. 100.
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The princess first refuses to recognise voice o f  the beloved knocking {vox dilecti mei 

pulsantis), then reprises her earlier exhortation to heroism worthy o f  Lybeaus or Guy. 

At the end o f  her oration, the narrative resumes: ‘Ryght as they talked thus in fere, / 

Theyr enemyes approched nere and nere’ (637-38). The talk ‘in fere’ is ironic: no 

dialogue occurs. She responds to the squire’s appeal by ‘telling him a romance’ rather 

than rendering assistance.^*^ In a classic case o f  strategic delay, she unlocks the door, 

still ‘naked as she was borne’ (673), only when the ambush is over. Unlike the biblical 

beloved who had turned aside and was gone -  ille declinaverat atqiie transierat (Cant. 

5:6), the night-visitor remains on the threshold, guttering blood not dew. Seeing the 

disguised and disfigured body slumped at her feet.

She sayd, ‘Allas, and all for wo!
Withouten men why came ye so?
Y f that ye wolde have com e to me,
Other wem inges there might have be.’

(677-80)

But other warning there was: the princess herself had explicitly warned the squire: 

‘Beware o f  the stewarde, 1 you praye, / He wyll deceyve you and he m aye’ (161-  

6 2 ) 100 sexual innuendo o f  the request to ‘undo your door’ evokes the

fabliau;'*^' yet the subliminal m essage to the steward bespeaks folktale sources, 

suggesting: whatever you do, don’t throw me into the briar patch!

The self-conscious ‘romancing’ is suggested by Myra J. Seaman, ‘The Waning o f  Middle English 
Romance in The Squyr o f  Lowe Degre', Fifteenth-Century Studies 29 (2004): 176.

C f ‘But be well ware that the Stiward knowe not this, / . . .  he will suerly distroye hym and he m aye’ 
(Generydes, 351, 354), where there is no possibility o f  the steward’s overhearing this warning.

Fewster, Traditionality and Genre, 146. Copland’s early printed edition o f  the romance carries the 
colophon. Undo Your Door, Otherwise Called the Squire o f  Low Degree. Kieman argues that the later 
elision o f  the title has effectively bowdlerised later readings o f  the romance. 'Undo Your D oor', 345. A 
possible religious significance that seems to have escaped modem readers might have been more 
evident to the contemporary audience o f  a fifteenth-century sermon on the ‘unkyndeness’, and perhaps 
the improvidence, o f  a ‘sustir’ in refusing admission. The sermon recalls ‘Crist stand[ing] at the dore 
o f iDe sowle o f  a synner knokking and desiryng to cum in as it is shewde Apocalipsis iij [:20]: “Ego sto 
ad hostium et pulso si quis etc.’” Cited by Andrew Galloway, ‘A Fifteenth-Century Confession Sermon 
on “Unkyndeness” (CUL MS Gg.6.26) and Its Literary Parallels and Parodies’, Traditio 49 (1994): 267.
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Once the beloved’s bowels are removed at her embalming touch -  venter mens 

intremuit ad tactum eius (Cant. 5:4) -  she creates a shrine in her chamber, becomes a 

frequent mass-goer, and vows to keep her commitment to herself: ‘There shall none 

knowe but heven kynge / For whome that 1 make myne offrynge’ (705-6). Spearing 

has illuminated the dominance of seclusion, secrecy and spying in the Squyr,^^' in this 

instance, the privacy of her vow implies that God can read in her heart what is 

disguised in the text. Her devotion to the supposedly dead squire is no secret to her 

father, who ‘knewe it every deale, / But he kept it in counsele’ (737-38), yet he might 

be more surprised by the discovery that her love for the deceased was not what it 

seemed. Though the princess begins as the dictator of events, in Fewster’s reading, she 

cedes control of her story to her father’s n a r r a t i v e ; t h e  King becomes the master of 

ceremonial speech. In an extravagant set-piece of romance rhetoric (739-852), he 

proposes a rest-cure for his daughter, conjuring a royal ordinance o f medieval delights 

that fail to divert his daughter from her profession of mourning ‘for no man alyve’ 

(734). As soon as the squire returns from his assignment and reports to the King, her 

father re-enacts the earlier scene, when the steward eavesdropped on the lover’s 

complaint in the arbour, but on this occasion the roles are reversed:

The kynge wente forth hymselfe alone.
For to here his doughters mone.
Right under the chambre window.
There he might her counseyle knowe.

(915-18)

The King, of course, already knows her counsel: his purpose in entering the arbour is 

to let her know that he knows and, I maintain, to call her bluff He overhears her 

princess indulging in an anaphoric gesture o f dereliction -  she utters fourteen

Spearing, ‘Secrecy’, passim.
Fewster, Tmditionality and Genre, 142.
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farewells, one for each year o f her celibacy -  and her proposal to ‘take the mantell and 

the rynge / And become an ancresse in my lyvynge’ (955-56) for the sake of her 

absent squire. His interjection, ‘Doughter... you must not do so, / For all those vowes 

thou must forgo’ (972-73), dispels the delicious illusion of secrecy and bereavement. 

When he narrates the seven-year history as his story rather than hers, she responds 

with the righteous indignation o f the woefully deceived:

‘Why hath this traytor me betraid?
Alas,’ she sayd, ‘I have great wrong
That I have kept him here so long.
Alas, father, why dyd ye so?
Ye might have warned me of my fo;
And ye had tolde me who it had be.
My love had never be dead for me.’

(1040-46)

The indeterminate designation o f the traitor, foe, and dead love leaves open the 

possibility of an alternative construction, as Sands acknowledges in his editorial note: 

‘the remark presumably is directed toward the dead steward’. Y e t  the accusation of 

treachery conceivably impugns the squire who has presumed to rise from the dead and 

destroy her cherished celibacy. The princess may never have expected him to survive 

either the trials she imposed or the ambush she enabled. When her father announces 

his heir apparent -  ‘Ye shal be wedded to a kyng, / Or els unto an emperoure’ (1034- 

35) -  she demands ocular proof of his existence, and ‘As sone as she saw him with her 

eye, / She fell in sownyng by and by’ (1065-66). ‘No sentimental author could get 

halfway through his story if deprived of the swoon and the word “alias’” , Ramsey 

remarks sardonically;'^^ any sentimental reader would, however, be hard put to find in 

the princess’s shocked response confirmation o f enduring love. The revenant hugs and 

kisses her ‘an hundreth tymes and mo’ (1068); there is much unattributed mirth and

Sands, Squire^ in M iddle English Verse Romances, note to 1. 1040.
Ramsey, Chivalric Romances, 224.
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melody, and ‘The kyng in herte he was full blithe; / He kissed his doughter many a 

sithe’ (1089-90) but, denied the ecstatic joy o f necrolatry, the princess fails to return 

the favour.

The misrepresentation not o f  the dead but o f the living occurs in Eger and Grime, 

where the eponymous heroes conspire to deceive the Earl Bragas’s only daughter 

Winglaine, whose reputation for pride rivals the Fere’s:

Husband wold she neuer haue none,
Neither for gold nor yett for good 
Nor for noe highnese o f his blood,
Without he would with swords dent 
Win euery battell where he went.

(10-14)'°^

Overcoming the cadet’s congenital disadvantages o f poverty and primogeniture, Eger 

wins the lady’s love -  and her father’s blessing -  by means o f his valour and fme 

physique, and ‘through worshipp o f his bright armour’ (32), but then forfeits it for the

unforgivable offence o f  losing his little finger to a giant with a digital fetish. In

romance, no sympathy is wasted on the loser, least o f all by the ruthless Winglaine:

‘In faith,’ said the lady, ‘that’s litle pittye.
He might fiill well haue bidden att home;
Worshipp in that land gatt he none.
He gaue a ffingar to lett him gange;
The next time he will offer vp the whole hand.’

(454-58)

Leaving the invalid to bide at home, lounging in the casement window with 

‘bookes o f romans for to reede’ (628), Grime nobly undertakes to impersonate his 

wounded friend, vicariously avenge the defeat and reinstate the disgraced knight in his 

lady’s affection. On his journey to the giant Graysteele’s island estate, he calls at the 

castle o f Earl Gares to return, in Eger’s name, the silk shirts that his daughter

All citations are from the Percy text unless otherwise stated.
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Loosepaine had supplied, and repay her hospitality to the victim. The widow and 

sister o f earlier victims of the giant -  ‘Why was shee called Loospaine? / A better 

leeche was none certaine’ (1407-8) -  catches sight of his uninjured right hand and 

takes umbrage: ‘If thou be comen to scome mee, / Ffull soone I can scome thee’

107(815-16). Grime explains his imposture, earns her respect for his selfless conduct 

and some strategic advice on the destruction o f Graysteele: like many a romance giant 

and Malory’s Gawayne, his strength waxes until noon and wanes thereafter. His post

meridian mission dexterously accomplished without loss to his person, Grime 

sojourns at the castle and presents Loosepaine with the atrophied mortmain in 

exchange for her hand in marriage and her father’s estate. Returning under cover of 

darkness, he directs the pageant o f Eger’s triumphal homecoming from his gigantic 

revenge and the putative hero’s sententious snub o f his lady:

Parting is a priuye payne.
But old freinds cannott be called againe.
For the great kindnesse I haue found att thee,
Fforgotten shalt thou neuer bee.

(1341^4)

With Winglaine disabused of her pride, though not her credulity, and effectively 

silenced in the Percy version, the Earl offers Grime financial inducements ‘For to gett 

the good will of Egar his daughter to’ (1351).

Although a giant-fighter’s little finger might not ‘afford much to catch on by,’ 

James Caldwell attaches great significance to the ‘misplaced’ digit. In his introduction 

to the parallel text edition o f Eger and Grime, the editor treats the lost property as a 

transferred epithet o f Scottishness. As a recognition token, the finger serves to identify

Mabel Van Duzee claims that ‘Loosepaine’ results from the redactor’s misunderstanding o f  his 
presumed source, the Breton Lai de I 'Espine, featuring la dame de I 'espine, the lady o f  the thorn. The 
magical thorn is a common m otif in Celtic myth and Arthurian romance. A M edieval Romance o f  
Friendship: Eger and Grime (New York: Burt Franklin, 1963), chapter 5. In the Huntington-Laing MS, 
Loosepaine is called Lillias.
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not only the hero but also the provenance o f  the s t o r y . R e c e n t  critical commentary 

on the text has tended to focus on the Freudian phallic significance o f  the amputated 

finger -  attested in Eger’s complaint, ‘And I am hurt and wounded hurt sore, / And 

manhood is lost for euermore’ (83-84) -  or the Lacanian loss and fantasy 

reconstruction in the n a r r a t i v e . I n  my reading, however, it is not the missing 

member that signifies, or even the giant’s fist, like Ciichulainn’s, with its 

supernumerary ‘fingars more then other three’ (1182), but the surfeit o f hands, literal, 

metaphorical and synecdochical, that indicates the extensive reach o f  male power and 

influence in the subordination o f the unyielding heroine. When Grime volunteers to 

take Eger’s ‘matter in hand’ (497), he enlists the sequential support o f his brother 

Pallyas, Earl Bragas, and Loosepaine’s father, the Earl Gares, between whom the 

ritual gestures o f good will assume a kind o f masonic significance. Bragas seeks a 

doctor to ‘take Egar in hand’ (444); he takes the pseudo-Eger’s ‘hand in his fist’

(633); Gares seizes ‘Gryme by the hand’ (1243, 1251), and he and three bishops 

handfast him to Loosepaine (1274). When the victor returns, Bragas takes the 

presumed ‘Egar’s hand in his’ (1337); Grime then grasps his friend ‘Egar by the hand’ 

(1361, 1371), and entreats the Earl’s men, ‘To ryde with him into Gray-steeles land / 

To resigne all into his brothers hand’ (1413-14). Neither Winglaine nor her mother 

the countess makes any hand contact, but Loosepaine, ‘with her milke-white hand’ 

(311), though she washed Eger’s hands and searched his wounds so successfully, 

when offered the invalid’s gift o f  his rosary beads, ‘wold not receiue them at [his] 

hand’ (333). Her resistance to contagion is soon overcome; despite rejecting the 

jewels that Grime presents on his finend’s behalf, the lady with the healing hands

James Ralston C aldw ell, ed., E ger and Grim e: A para lle l-tex t edition  (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1933), 154. C aldw ell finds the ‘m issing finger’ m otif only in the Scottish versions o f  
D ie Zwei B riider, uniquely in E ger, it has been transferred from the victor to the victim  o f  the giant.

See for instance Ram sey, C hivalric R om ances, 138; Antony J. Hasler, ‘Rom ance and Its D iscontents 
in E ger an d  G rim e', in The Spirit o f  M ed ieva l English P opu lar R om ance, ed. Putter and Gilbert, 204f f
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allows herself to be inducted by Grime into the male circle of friends. Once he takes 

‘that ladye by the hand’ (824), she is disarmed and her complicity assured: she 

becomes not only a party to Winglaine’s misalliance but the scourge of her pride. In 

the Huntington version, on Grime’s death the penitent Eger confesses the deception to 

Winliane, whereupon the disillusioned wife exclaims: ‘I should never have made you 

band, / Ye should never have had mine hand’ (HL 2823-24). Following the revelation, 

‘into her hand she took a book’ (HL 2831) and commending herself to God’s mercy, 

leaves her husband and home, ‘And thought to live upon her seam’ (HL 2834) -  in 

other words, by her own handiwork, the apposite means of escape from any further 

manipulation.

In the register o f marriage-resisters, Melidor might seem the odd woman out, as 

the heroine of Degrevant raises no more strident objection than ‘Y nel non housbond 

have yyte’ (1002). The Earl’s preoccupation with his vendetta against the hero 

excludes any anxiety about his daughter’s marital prospects. No giants or Saracens sue 

for her hand in marriage, and other than a duke whom the hero defeats at tourney the 

sole rival for her affection is her father. Melidor’s loyalty is evenly divided between 

the two significant men in her life, whose neighbourly relations are divided by their 

pleasances. While the hero was doing good deeds in the Holy Land, the Earl ‘rode in a 

gay route / And brak his parkes about’ (106-7), slaughtering his precious deer, his 

fish, and even his foresters. On his return, the absentee landlord ‘closed hys parkes 

agen’ and magnanimously lent the servile tenants of his ‘houndered plows in 

demaynus’ oxen, carts, horses and seeds ‘of his own store’ -  albeit o f their own 

produce -  to replace their ruined crops, failing to induce the Earl to foot the bill.

' Thus Loosepaine, ‘the lady o f  the thom’, might be seen as an honorary warder o f  Aridity, the place 
reserved for those women who ‘would not have pity o f  the soldiers o f  Love.... And there was a seat on a 
bundle o f  thorns prepared for each o f  the women, and the men assigned to each... kept shaking the 
bundle, so that the women were very severely tom by the sharp thoms.’ Andreas Capellanus, The Art o f  
Courtly Love, trans. John J. Parry (New York: Columbia University Press, 1960), 80.
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Degrevant’s courtliness may impress Finlayson, but manors, or even castles, do not 

fashion a gentleman, especially one ‘as habitually anti-social as the next man o f 

property’. " ' The Round Table Knight has been rusticated to the northern empire o f 

the Percys and the Nevilles, unrenowned in late medieval England for their civility, 

and he seems to have gone native. His courtesy does not deter him from devastating 

the Earl’s deer park in reprisal, just as Grime and his retainers did to the deceased 

giant’s estate. M elidor’s role thus requires the reconciliation o f conflicting emotions -  

her own as well as theirs -  and she succeeds in negotiating a settlement whereby she 

gains a husband without losing any o f the advantages o f her birthright.

Like Beulybon in the Erie ofToulous, Melidor and her mother both urge the Earl 

to cease his hostilities and compensate Degrevant for the criminal damage he has 

caused."^ If Melidor eventually dispels the Earl’s animosity to Degrevant, the maid 

has wrought the correlative conversion in the heroine herself Although Melidor 

appears to favour the hero, retrospectively claiming love at first sight -  ‘The ferste 

tyme y thee mette / Myn hert on thee was sette’ (1538-39) -  she initially repudiated 

her father’s sworn enemy when he accosted her in the orchard, berating him for doing 

her ‘vylanye’. Admittedly, Degrevant had committed the solecism o f power-dressing, 

appearing before Melidor armed as if  to make war not love, and some critics thus see 

the heroine’s role as civilising and conciliatory: she puts manners on men. According 

to A. S. G. Edwards, she impels the narrative movement from battle-field to boudoir, 

overcoming ‘male intransigence’ with the ‘power o f female reason’ that seeks

Finlayson, ‘Definitions’, 173. The acerbic citation derives from Colin Richmond’s assessment o f  
John Paston’s conduct. Paston Family: First Phase, 148.

In the Erie o f  Toulous (c. 1400), the Emperor dispossessed the Earl o f  ‘three hundred poundys worth 
be yere o f  londe’ (1. 29); in Degrevant, the Earl invaded the hero’s ‘thousand poundus worth o f  land’ (1. 
66). On the evidence o f  these post-Peasant Rising romances, there may be some substance to the nasty 
suspicion Richmond entertains, that in the aftermath o f  1381, ‘If one was unable to make war on one’s 
tenants, one could at least be aggressive towards one’s almost nearest but not dearest.’ Though the very 
idea may be, as Richmond concedes, ‘too neat, too like a Marxist pamphlet: landlords thwarted by the 
peasantry turn on the weakest members o f  their own class’, it does not exceed late medieval romance 
probability or credibility. Paston Family: First Phase, 221.
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113vindication in marriage. The Good Wife’s prescription to her daughter to appease 

an irascible husband -  ‘A fair worde and a meeke / dooj) wral>J?e slake’ (43-44) -  

resonates with proverbial wisdom: responsio mollis frangit iram, ‘a mild answer 

breaketh wrath’ (Prov. 15:1); in issuing the reminder, Edwards perpetuates the 

Isidorean myth o f the mollifying mulier}^'^ Apart from the specious claim that ‘female 

reason’ is any sweeter or headier than male ratio, the instance that the critic cites, 

where Melidor cajoles her father to abandon his hostility to Degrevant -  ‘Hyt is gode 

ye be acorde, / And yowre wyllus ware (1783-84) -  is succeeded by the pacific but 

profoundly irrational lines that he suppresses: ‘And giff ye holde us agret / Shall I 

never ete mete’ (1785-86), inspired no doubt by the Earl’s threatened hunger strike: 

‘Mete ne drynk shall do me gode / Ar I se thee dye!’ (1755-56). Given the fine table 

they keep in the family castle, inanition is perhaps the supreme gesture o f self-denial.

Much has already been made of the material splendour in Degrevant -  notably the 

conspicuous consumption -  but the ornate interior design and fijmishing of Melidor’s 

chamber, classically understated by Kane as ‘just a shade too rare and expensive’ 

exceeds even the luxury of Lusignen."^ Dorothy Everett drew attention to the 

contemporary relevance and ‘modernity’ o f medieval romance, and several critics 

have sought historical prototypes for the paintings on the walls and ceiling of her

" ’ a .  s . G. Edwards, ‘Gender, Order and Reconciliation in Sir D egrevant', in Readings in M edieval 
English Romance, ed. Carol M. Meale (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1994), 59.

Thus Thomas o f  Chobham enjoined wives to use their feminine influence to ‘soften the heart’ o f  
their husbands and bring them into Christian charity. Sharon Farmer, ‘Persuasive Voices: Clerical 
Images o f  Medieval W ives’, Speculum  61 (1986): 5 17 ff The gentleness o f  medieval gentlewomen is 
belied by the splenetic letter Joan Armburgh addressed to an erstwhile member o f  her household whom  
she believed to have supported her rivals in the long-running inheritance dispute. She commended the 
‘kukkow’ to God, by whose grace ‘thu shalt be pullyd out o f  that nest that thu hast gotyn yn thi trist and 
labouryd so sore to stroy yt and made to brekyn thi nekke on a peire o f  galw ys’. The Armburgh Papers: 
The Brokholes Inheritance in Warwickshire, Hertfordshire and Essex, c .l4 1 7 -c .  1453, ed. Christine 
Carpenter (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1998), 123. Joan had clearly not profited from maternal or 
scriptural instruction: sermo durus suscitat furorem, ‘a harsh word stirreth up ftiry’.

Kane, M edieval English Literature, 90.
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boudoir."^ Of the piece de resistance, site o f  the ‘bundling’, the narrator pronounces, 

there ‘was nevere bede rychere / O f empryce ne qwene’ (1503^ ). If, as Martha 

Howell estimates, a fully ftimished bed might represent a year’s salary,"^ Melidor’s 

must have been worth a king’s ransom, with its tester and canopy depicting Amadas 

and Ydoine; rich brocade hangings; white silk sheets and pillows embroidered and 

tasselled; red gold curtain rings and rails, and cords spun by the heroine from 

mermaids’ hair (1489-1520) -  an example, perhaps, o f the ‘practical materialism’ that 

Edwards so much admires in the women o f the narrative."^

Felicity Riddy has commented on the ‘plotless’ life o f the heroine o f medieval 

romance in which she is represented as moving directly from her father’s house to her 

husband’s, effacing the half-way home that many historical English women, like 

literary ladies-in-waiting, found in other people’s households."*^ Melidor, however, 

appears to be in no hurry to forsake the comforts o f  the Earl’s castle. Rare in a 

romance, the heroine enjoys the support o f  her mother and her maid, and between 

them, as Arlyn Diamond observes, they are ‘as invested as men in the establishment of 

a household able to provide them with all that the romance represents as desirable’. 

Melidor succeeds in satisfying her desire by restraining Degrevant’s: ‘Forthy, syr.

Everett, ‘Characterization’, 6. The paintings depict scenes from the Apocalypse, the Epistles of St 
Paul, Proverbs, the Gospels, the Four Fathers of the Church and three of the Nine Worthies. W. A. 
Davenport discusses the decor in ‘Sir Degrevant and Composite Romance’, in Medieval Insular 
Romance, ed. Weiss et al., 124ff In his introduction to the EETS (1949) edition o f Degrevant, L. F. 
Casson cites the early fourteenth-century wall paintings of Longthorpe Tower, Peterborough.

Martha Howell, ‘The Properties of Marriage in Late Medieval Europe: Commercial Wealth and the 
Creation of Modem Marriage’ in Love, Marriage and Family Ties, ed. Davis et al., 41. According to 
Howell, the prominent bedstead in Van Eyck’s Arnolfini portrait, ‘dressed with down coverlets and 
hung with precious fabrics coloured with medieval Europe’s costliest dye -  red -  would have easily 
sold for the equivalent o f today’s luxury Mercedes’ (47-49). It seems unlikely that such an item would 
have qualified for the exemption extended to the marital bed and other basic necessities in the 1332 
royal subsidy tax on movable goods. Barbara A. Hanawalt, The Wealth o f  Wives: Women, Law, and 
Economy in Late Medieval London (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 144.

Edwards. ‘Gender, Order and Reconciliation’, 58. Practical materialism perhaps does not permit so 
radiant a pillow as Sereyne possessed, in the couplet Generides, that ‘An hundred sith in day and night / 
Chaunge it wil his colour bright’ (11. 295-96).

Riddy, ‘Medieval Romance’, 248.
Diamond, 'Sir Degrevant: What Lovers Want’, 85.
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hald thee stylle / Whyle thou get my fadyr w ylle’ (1549-50). The hero must negotiate 

a number o f obstacles on the road to reconciliation before he can legitimately marry 

his lemman, not the least o f which is the strategic thorn tree that marks the concealed 

entrance to the ‘chaumbur o f love’, the inner sanctum o f the romance.'^'

Though the story begins and ends in the Holy Land, all Degrevant’s battles are 

fought on home ground -  against the Earl in the field, the Duke in the tournament and 

the evil steward in the demesne -  and his triple victory not only routs the opposition 

but asserts his right to inherit the earldom, thereby greatly augmenting his estate. 

Melidor’s parents die within the first year o f  the marriage, and ‘Syr Degrivaunt bylefte 

ther eyr / With brod londus and fair’ (1901-2) -  lands all the broader and fairer for 

having their boundaries broken in the territorial dispute, and no dowager to subdivide 

them. As the Countess once chided the Earl over his depredations o f his neighbour’s 

estate -  ‘Have ye nat parkus and chas? / What schuld ye do at is place...?’ (378-79) -  

so the hero might reply: more o f  the same. Diamond paraphrases the Degrevant-^oei:

what women want is a handsome, valiant, wealthy and noble lover, triumph 
over fierce paternal opposition, a splendid wardrobe, and a fabulous room of 
their own. What men want is a noble reputation, a huge deer park in which to 
spend their days hunting, extensive and prosperous estates, triumph over 
would-be oppressors, and a beautifiil opinionated heiress. And, the happy 
ending suggests, they both ought to get what they want.’^̂

But apart from triumph over paternal opposition, the beautiful opinionated heiress 

already has it all: what she wants is to keep it. As Graysteele’s daughter appeals to the

Thoms possess positive and negative values in medieval literature, drawing on Christian and Celtic 
traditions. In D. W. Robertson’s garden o f charity, the thorn features only as the site o f  concupiscence. 
‘The Doctrine o f  Charity in Mediaeval Literary Gardens; A Topical Approach through Symbolism and 
AW tgory', Speculum  26 (1951): 37. Not only could the hawthorn torment the flesh, it could also irritate 
the body politic. Fifteenth-century readers o f  the romance would easily have identified the Lancastrian 
emblem. See Sue Bianco, ‘New Perspectives on Lydgate’s Courtly Verse’, in Nation. Court and 
Culture: New Essays on Fifteenth-Century English Poetry, ed. Helen Cooney (Dublin: Four Courts 
Press, 2001), 101. As an icon o f  cupidity, the obtrusive thorn is not an inappropriate symbol o f  
disguised Percy propaganda.

Diamond, 'Sir Degrevant: What Lovers Want’, 82.
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magnanimity o f his conqueror, ‘If my father were a tyrant and your enemye, / Neuer 

take my land froe me’ {Eger, 1431-32), gratefully accepts the offer of a husband ‘for 

to weld thy land and thee’ (1435), and is given the choice of ‘any knight that thou here 

see’ (1436), so Melidor espouses her eligible neighbour as a small price to pay for the 

privilege of never needing to leave her sybaritic home. Martha Howell maintains that 

the promotion of companionate marriage in the late Middle Ages has a material base: 

it is embedded in the gradual socio-economic shift from land to liquid assets. The 

instability of wealth based on goods and services required a bonding agent, which was

123readily provided by the ideology of marriage made tor love. The language of love is 

thus increasingly spoken by those with an acquisitive or vested interest in grounding 

their movable possessions. Despite the rustic incivility o f the romance, the narrative 

ethos is urbane. Melidor’s fixtures and fittings remain firmly in place, and the gentle 

Degrevant, though ‘wyff wold he non’ {Degrevant, 61), already seised with a 

substantial holding conveniently situated beside the Earl’s, is rewarded for 

uxoriousness with the coveted title to his aggrandized estate.

Middle English romance is generically conservative: although later romances 

reflect the no longer recent changes in marriage law, and the English printers’ 

translations make a virtue of the canonical necessity of consent, the subversive 

potential remains a closely guarded secret. The heroine’s theoretical right to choose 

her husband carries the responsibility to select a spouse who will prove acceptable to 

her father, and he in turn is required to reciprocate by overcoming his prejudices and 

affirming the rightness of her choice. After 1400, implacable fathers become extinct: 

the last of the dying breed was the King of Portugal, set adrift in his leaky boat by the

H ow ell, ‘Properties o f  Marriage’, 30. In this regard, it is significant that in the unsentimental 
Gamelyn, where the dying knight, is exercised by the transfer o f  his land (11. 1 1 -66 ), the lovesick  
Squire in the late romance sees the lack o f  ‘golde and fe ’ (Squyr, 1. 69) as the impediment to his 
prosperity. The knight’s farew ell sounds more like a nuncupative w ill. A s Stephen Knight observes, 
the testator -  or the narrator -  mentions ‘lond’ fourteen tim es in this passage, ‘“harkeneth aright’” , 22.
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avenging Torrent. At the same time, both fathers and daughters behave with greater 

propriety;'^"' there is no ftirther incidence o f incest, parricide or non-marital birth; no 

clandestine marriage, and the order of ceremony insists that consummation be 

postponed until the nuptial mass has been publicly c e l e b r a t ed . An d  yet the freedom 

of choice is illusory: the woman’s right to marry as she pleases becomes an obligation 

so to do, even if it does not please her. Sereyne, the ‘quasi-supematural’ subject o f the 

epigraph to this chapter, who ‘wold not in no maner a wyse’ {Generydes, 259), accept 

the advice to marry, conceals from her counsellors the child she conceives out of 

wedlock. Many years later, she unaccountably relents, responding to the summons 

from the father o f her adult son, ‘And in as goodly hast as it myght be, / The mariage 

was made be twix them twayn’ (1332-33). Her consent is not recorded.

Misogamy in Middle English romance is courageous yet ultimately futile. A

woman with no desire for marriage or martyrdom may legitimately refuse someone

unsuitable, but she may not reftise to wed anyone. The convent offers a retirement

home only for superannuated ‘wikked wyves’ and temporary asylum for calumniated

queens of modest piety. No woman, not even a fairy queen or Saracen princess, can

disobey the rule of married love and, ineluctably, of marriage for love. Rosalind

Field’s bill of late medieval consumer rights, that ‘in romance you can have your cake 

126and eat it’, requires qualification: the confection must be spectacularly rich and 

indigestible wedding cake, to which the terms and conditions o f Chapter 5 apply.

If the Dauphin appears to be abusing his parental authority over his daughter’s right o f  
determination, it may be due, as Hudson suggests, to the courtly rather than gentry origins o f  Paris and 
Vienne. ‘Construction o f  Class’, 80.

Hudson, ‘Construction o f  C lass’, 90.
Rosalind Field, ‘Romance in England, 1066-1400’, in The Cambridge H istory o f  M edieval English 

Literature, ed. David Wallace (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 176.
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Chapter 7

The Reformation of an Obstinate Will

Bot what Maiden hire esposaile 
Wol tarie, whan sche take mai,
Sche schal per chance an other dai 
Be let, whan that hire lievest were.

John Gower, Confessio Amantis

The ‘reformacion o f  suche an obstynate wylle’ sounds ominous to modem ears: it 

threatens to conduct dissident females from gentle fifteenth-century familiarity to the 

sparse comforts o f late sixteenth-century ‘task houses’ for wilfiilly misruled women.' 

Rumour or notoriety in medieval romance, like fam a  in consistory court cases, marks 

the first milestone on the road to the reformatory. In a society that strives to practise 

the exogamy preached by the church, it is the heroine’s reputation for beauty and 

eligibility that attracts suitors from distant lands for her hand in marriage. The less she 

desires to marry, the more vulnerable she becomes to predatory bids. Le Bone 

Florence’s face may not have launched a thousand ships, but her high-handed 

dismissal o f the centenarian’s suit effectively mobilised sixty thousand knights. A 

refusal does not merely offend; it invigorates the assault on the heroine’s resistance. 

Where the veteran soldier relied on an unsubtle mixture o f brute force and boorishness 

to overcome the fair lady’s intransigence, more courteous heroes apply proto- 

Pavlovian psychology: repeated exposure to male valour triggers female desire. Men 

appear more easily provoked: a single hearing o f a heroine’s haughtiness unleashes 

their repressed desire to humiliate her. In the prelapsarian world o f  romance, women

' Tudor statutes o f  1572 and 1576 ordained the establishment o f  workhouses in every county for the 
detention and correction o f  the notionally undeserving poor. Marjorie K. McIntosh, ‘Local Responses 
to the Poor in Late Medieval and Tudor England’, Continuity and Change 3 (1988): 234.
“ The blaming and derogatory naming are the typical preliminary strategies in the process o f  
marginalisation o f  minorities identified by Robert Jiitte, Poverty and Deviance in Early Modern Europe 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 158-77.
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renowned for their disdain for love -  iorguylleuse damours’, the ‘proude pucelle’, the 

Fere, and even Melior (does she think she is better than anyone else?) -  must suffer 

the fatal collapse o f their resistance. This chapter revisits two specimen romances 

from the long fifteenth century, Ipomadon and Partonope o f  Blois, each an 

‘Englysshyng’ of a twelfth-century French text, locating them in their historical 

context, with particular reference to the increasingly anxious civic response to the 

perceived problem of single women in late medieval England.

Of the three extant Middle English versions of the Anglo-Norman Ipomedon -  the 

tail-rhyme stanzaic Ipomadon, the condensed couplet Ipomydon, and the truncated 

prose Ipomedon -  the anonymous translators are generally credited with suppressing 

the irony, obscenity, misogyny and aggression, as well as much o f the humour, in Hue 

de Rotelande’s poem.^ While Middle English translators have long been censured for 

their misprision of courtly manners, the Ipomadon-T^oei acquits himself honourably 

through his competent handling of noble sentiment, thereby fulfilling modem readerly 

expectations of a courtly romance.'* Early modem critics were less favourably 

impressed: in his translation o f Vives’s Instruction, Richard Hyrd included both 

Ipomadon and Partonope in his supplementary list of English bites noires.^ Vives and 

his fellow humanists objected to the generic exaltation o f honour, glory and naked 

ambition at the expense of the social institution o f Christian marriage.^ Where

Ipomadon is preserved uniquely in Manchester, MS Chetham Mun. A.6.31 (8009) fols. 188a-332a; 
The Lyfe o f  Ipomydon in BL MS Harley 2252 fols. 54a-84a; Ipomedon in MS Longleat 257 fols. 90a- 
106b. All three versions are printed in Ipomedon in drei englischen Bearbeitungen, ed, Kolbing.
Unless otherwise stated all references to the ME translation o f  the AN Ipomedon  refer to Ipomadon  in 
the Purdie edition.
* See Rosalind Field, 'Ipomedon to Ipomadon A: Two Views o f  Courtliness’, in The M edieval 
Translator: The Theory and Practice o f  Translation in the M iddle Ages, ed. Roger Ellis (Cambridge: D. 
S. Brewer, 1989), 139.
 ̂ ‘In Englande, Parthenope, Genarides, Hippomadon, William and Melyour, Libius and Arthur, Guye, 

Beuis, and many other... what delyte can be in those thynges?’ Cited by Ronald S. Crane, ‘The Vogue 
o f  Guy o f  Warwick from the Close o f  the Middle Ages to the Romantic Revival’, PMLA 30 (1915): 138. 
 ̂Adams. ‘Bold Bawdry’, 48.
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sixteenth-century scholars feared the destabilising potential o f romance, a mid- 

twentieth-century Christian apologist was exercised by the heretical implications of a 

fin  ’amour that appeared to flout the Sixth and Ninth Commandments.^ Although 

historicist critics have long since dismissed the phenomenon as an invention of the

D

nineteenth-century Paris school, the extent of the ‘heresy’ has yet to be explored.

Heresy is fiindamentally a matter o f choice, signally proscribed choice. Where the 

Greek aipexiKoc; is, literally, ‘able to choose’, without prejudice, twelfth-century canon 

law condemns as heretics those who crave ‘some unhealthy and base opinion’ in 

defiance of holy scripture; who ‘stubbornly resist’ reproof and ‘obstinately defend’ 

their error.'^ St Paul’s portrait of heretics as wilfiil vegetarian misogamists (1 Tim. 4:3) 

seems to have influenced the interrogation process.'^ A thirteenth-century suspect who 

hoped to appease his Spanish Inquisitors protested his orthodoxy: ‘I am no heretic: for 

I have a wife and cohabit with her and have children’."  He would have found favour 

with the romancers, as would his assertion of heroic virility and moderate piety: ‘I eat 

flesh and lie and swear and am a faithfial Christian’, very like the conventional hero -  

if  not like Guy, who walked out on his wife, then certainly like Bevis, and especially 

the resolutely carnivorous Richard, the lying, swearing, crusading Coeur de Lion.

In Ipomadon, the female heir to the kingdom of Calabria has effectively resisted 

marriage by making a public vow, obstinately defended, that she will wed only the 

best knight in the world. When her barons consider the merits o f prospective suitors.

’’ Alexander J. Denomy, The Heresy o f  Courtly Love (New York: Declan X. McMullen, 1947), 18.
* The fatal assault on Gaston Paris’s idea o f  amour courtois was incisively delivered by D. W. 
Robertson, Jr., ‘The Concept o f  Courtly Love as an Impediment to the Understanding o f  Medieval 
Texts’, in The Meaning o f  Courtly Love, ed. F. X. Newman (Albany: State University o f  New York 
Press, 1968), 1-18.
’ ‘Qui in ecclesia Christi morbidum aliquid prauumque sapiunt, si correcti, ut sanum rectumque sapiant, 
resistunt contumaciter, suaque pestifera et mortifera dogmata emendare nolunt, sed defensare 
persistunt, heretici sunt.’ C.24 q.3 c.31, Friedberg, 1:998; citing Augustine, City o f  God, 18.51.

R. 1, Moore, The Formation o f  a Persecuting Society Power and Deviance in Western Europe, 950- 
7250 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987), 89.
'' Cited by Margaret Aston, ‘Popular Religious Movements in the Middle A ges’, in Faith and Fire: 
Popular and Unpopular Religion, (London: Hambledon Press, 1993), 18-19.
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Sir Dryas objects to the nomination o f the Spanish prince as suitor, accusing his

colleagues of disparaging their lady, and insisting that he at least is ‘no eratyke’,

adding cryptically:

There shall neuer eretyke, as I haue roo,
Worshipe to no woman doo.
They are so wykkyd and ille;
For leuer th[ey] had wyth lassis to loure 
Than to loye with byrdys in bowre -  
That ladyes loue be skylle.

(2109- 14)

Whatever the social solecism of a nobleman’s consorting with low-born lasses, in this 

instance the Middle English ‘eratyke’ is a corruption of the Anglo-Norman original: 

‘Ja ne verrez un sul herite, / Ki en ses gar^ons se delite.../ Ffemme ennurrer’ (You’ll 

never see a single heretic who delights in his boys... honour a w o m a n ).T h e  meaning 

is even more transparent in a contemporary text, Li Romans de Witasse Le Maine, in 

which the monk protests that he ‘N ’est pas herites, / Ne fout-en-cul, ne sodomite’ ([he 

said] he was not a heretic, nor a screw-arse, nor a sodomite).'^ Though a man, 

especially a monk, might make the heretical choice o f sodomy or pederasty, a woman 

was unlikely to be suspected o f this offence ‘against nature’. She proved her 

perversity by refusing the prescribed alternatives for maidens: marriage or the 

convent. For the leading ladies of medieval romance, there is o f course no future in 

religion, only the temporary asylum found, for instance, by Florence of Rome, or the 

torrid past renounced by Malory’s Guinevere. Middle English romance, far from 

destabilising the institution o f marriage, as Bernardino of Siena, the scourge of 

sodomites, accused both Boccaccio and Petrarch o f do ing ,re in fo rces its universal

Ipomedon: poeme de Hue de Rotelande (fin du X I f  siecle), ed. A. J. Holden (Paris: Klincksieck, 
1979), 11. 2367-68,23670.
'■’ Cited and translated by Purdie, Ipomadon, 278n.

Franco Mormando, The Preacher's Demons: Bernardino o f  Siena and the Social Underworld o f  
Early Renaissance Italy (Chicago and London: University o f Chicago Press, 1999), 158.
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appeal, making it an offer that a misogamous heroine is obliged and ultimately 

grateful to accept.

Where sodomites were sentenced to summary justice in Sienese territory and to 

ceaseless running in Dante’s Inferno , t h e  romance poets ruthlessly inflict a bout of 

debilitating lovesickness on the women who would not marry uncompetitive knights, 

also rans, or anyone at all.'^ Attracted by her fearsome reputation, Ipomadon, son o f 

the King o f Apulia, enters the service o f  the Fere -  the anglicised La Fiere -  to whom 

he is known only as her ‘straunge valett’, but is rebuked for his lack o f  interest in 

chivalric engagements. Not that he lacks virility; what he loves most dearly is venery: 

hunting the hart, ‘thereon his hert was feste’ (599). And ‘In hertte full wele yt lykyd 

the Fere’ (628), who suffers the condign punishment o f  falling in love with the non- 

combatant, despite the disqualification that ‘to myne avowe acordys he not’ (706). 

Spurred into action, he leaves her court in pursuit o f  bigger game -  the elusive loos 

and pryce on the international circuit -  and she berates herself for her vitiating pride:

It hathe byn sayd in lest o f love 
That aftur pryde comythe grette reprove 
O f the wysest yet that was:
Prowde in hertte ay haue I been.
Therefore I haue a falle, I wene,
It nedys no helpe to asse.

(941-46)

The reproof is more likely a mistranslation o f H ue’s bon mots, ‘Mes cil dit bien en 

reprover: / ‘De grant orgoil vient encombrer’ (AN 971-72), (but it is well said in the 

proverb: from great pride comes trouble). The Middle English poet suppresses one

Inferno, XVI. In 1444, under the influence o f  the Observant Franciscan, their most famous son, the 
magistrates o f  Massa Maritima passed a law ‘that all those men who are twenty-five years o f  age and 
have not taken a wife are to be punished’. Mormando, Preacher's Demon, 154-55. The punishment is 
unspecified but the suspected sodomites seem not to have been condemned to marry.

Female lovesickness appears to be an invention o f  the romance poets. In early medical treatises the 
phenomenon o f lovesickness was conceived as a male disorder. Mary Frances Wack, Lovesickness in 
the Middle Ages: The Viaticum and Its Commentaries (Philadelphia: University o f  Pennsylvania Press, 
1986), 174.
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piece o f proverbial wisdom in favour o f  another half-truth; ‘I myght haue had hym

when I wolde’ (953), a phrase that does not feature in Hue’s twelfth-century text. It is,

however, traceable to the turn o f the eleventh century, where it is generically

masculine, though its application was not then confined to marital or sexual matters.

Thus it occurs, in the early fourteenth-century Handlyng Synne, in the disquisition on

sloth; ‘He Ĵ at wyle nat whan he may, he shal nat whan he w yle’. ’  ̂And in the

contemporaneous Fasciculus Morum, a preachers’ manual o f  self-assembly sermons,

18the same slogan is cited in the context o f  almsgiving. But in Gower’s Confessio 

Amantis, Genius makes sententious use o f  the saying to remind his audience o f  the 

specific danger for a woman in postponing her wedding, impressing them with the 

cautionary tale o f  Jephthah’s daughter, condemned by her father’s rash promise to 

God to die a signally voMwg- maid.'^

Ipomadon, meanwhile, has presented him self to the Fere’s uncle, the King o f 

Sicily, and assuming the role o f  court fool has ingratiated him self with the ingenuous 

Queen as her most favoured ‘Drew-le-rayne’. When the tournament is held to find a 

worthy husband for the Fere, Ipomadon steals away from the Sicilian court to 

participate, in a different disguise on each o f the three days, predictably winning the 

supreme award o f  the princess, an offer that he finds, vindictively, too good not to 

refiase. Heroes may have cause to regret the faintheartedness that fails to win the fair

Robert Mannyng o f  Brunne, Handlyng Synne, ed. Idelle Sullens, Medieval and Renaissance Texts 
and Studies, (Binghamton, N.Y.: State University o f  N ew  York, 1983), 1. 4800. The masculine pronoun 
is still preferred in Qnrton's Anatomy o f  M elancholy (1624), 2d ed., 3.2.

‘Who-so woll no3t when he may, / He schall no3t when he woll[de]’. Siegfi'ied Wenzel, Verses in 
Sermons: Fasciculus Morum and Its M iddle English Poems (Cambridge, Mass.; Mediaeval Academy o f  
America, 1978), 190, no. 49 (NIMEV 2077, cp. 1173). A thrifty variation on the theme is inscribed on 
the belly o f  a copper alloy jug from the reign o f  Richard II: ‘He that wyl not spare when he may / He 
shal not spend when he would’. Age o f  Chivalry, ed. Alexander and Binski, cat. no. 726. The motto is 
still gendered male in ‘The Baffled Knight, or Lady’s Policy’, reproduced in Percy’s Reliques from the 
Pepys MS, where the lady somewhat inappropriately taunts the thwarted rapist: ‘He that wold not when 
he might, / He shall not when he wold-a’.

John Gower, Confessio Amantis, ed. Russell A. Peck (Toronto: Medieval Academy Reprints for 
Teaching, 1980), Book 4,11. 1498-1501. The lines appear in the epigraph to this chapter.
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lady, but this Fere and her fellow-sufferers curse themselves for their affliction o f  

pride, and perhaps sloth. When the victor’s identity has been revealed retrospectively,

she upbraids herself once again: ‘Foole, when J)ou myghte, J5u wold not; / N ow  thow

20wylt, now shalt })ou not’ (4694-95). The sentiments are reiterated by the Queen:

And to hyrselff she told;
‘I had leyser i-novgh to saye,
But they that woll not when })ey maye.
They shall not when |?ey w olde!’

(5285-88)^'

Whether the Queen is speaking here on her own account or alluding to the arrogance 

o f  the Fere -  the referent is ambiguous -  or even predicting the comeuppance o f  the 

derisive hnayne who will ignominiously fall for the man in motley, it is evident that in 

the similitude o f  the court fool Ipomadon has made sport o f  all three women.

The mockery is much more pungent in the Anglo-Norman text. In Hue’s epilogue 

-  censored by the Middle English translator and self-proclaimed envoy o f  Ipomadon -  

the poet-narrator offers a certified pardon to the love-shy, which he cordially invites 

any ladies in the audience to inspect at his house near Hereford. If there is any woman 

who is unwilling to believe that he has such a thing in his possession, take it from him, 

he will impress her with his credentials: ‘E 9 0  n ’ert trop grant damages / Si le seaus li 

pent as nages’ (AN 10579-80), (It would not be too bad a thing i f  the seal were to 

hang from her arse). Assuming that the parchment is rolled and sealed with a tassel, 

the heretical image o f  marriage refiisal could hardly be more obtrusive.

If, as Susan Crane suggests. Hue appears to question the social value and the cost 

o f  love, the Middle English translators, who omit much o f  the carnage committed in

‘II me amout quant jo ne voleie, / Or revoil jo e il ne volt’ (AN 11. 6362-63), ‘He loved me when 1 
didn’t want [him]; now I want [him] and he doesn’t want [me]’.
■' ‘Ki sun pru pot fere en present / Et il nel fet quant il ben pot, / Quant meulz vodra, perdre I’estot’
(AN 11. 6914-16).
■■ Susan Crane, Insular Romance, 201.
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pursuit of love, prescribe the generic panacea of a good marriage to assuage the 

turbulence of the people and the melancholy of the Apulian prince. When the hero 

languishes with lovesickness on first hearing o f fair lady of Calabria, his faithful 

master Tholomew responds to his distress:

Lette be this wille!
Thynke ye now youre selfe to spille?
Ye ar the kynges son and hys eyre 
And may haue maryages gode & feyre;
There ys no man in crystente,
I^at richer maryages may haue, Ipan ye!

(Ipomydon, 169-74)

Rather incongruously, Derek Pearsall describes the couplet Ipomydon as ‘a prosaic 

redaction for a popular audience’ o f the ‘more important’ tail-rhyme IpomadonP  

Because it survives in the Commonplace Book of John Colyns, a late medieval 

London mercer and bookseller, critical consensus presumes a non-elite audience for 

this ‘debased’ version; though whether the text is any more ‘debased’ by the 

mercantile origins of the manuscript than is Ipomadon by the company it keeps in the 

allegedly more ‘sophisticated’ Chetham MS -  Beues and the egregious Torrent, inter 

alia, and to which has been appended the jocular Ballad o f  a Tyrannical Husband -  is 

doubtful.^'' Nevertheless, the preoccupation with making ‘maryages gode & feyre’ is a 

characteristic obsession o f the English gentry: it pervades the Paston Letters. For the 

impoverished Norfolk gentlemen the prospect of a good marriage conjured ‘a bit of 

everything: a touch of class, enough love, and a great deal of money’.̂  ̂O f the women

Pearsall, ‘Development’, 104. ‘Popular’ seems here to be normative rather than descriptive.
''' Carol M. Meale discusses the content, construction, ownership and presumed audience in ‘The 
Middle English Romance o f  Ipomedon: A Late Medieval “Mirror” for Princes and Merchants’, Reading  
M edieval Studies 10 (1984): 136-91. Both the ‘courtly’ prose Ipomedon, owned at one time by the 
future Richard III, and the tail-rhyme Ipomadon  consort with male courtesy texts ( ‘Rules o f  Conduct 
for a Gentleman Usher’ and John Russell’s ‘A good boke o f  kervyng and nortur’ respectively). Jordi 
Sanchez-Marti criticises the failure to distinguish between the literary text and the material object, 
objecting to the tendency o f  ‘metonymically assigning to the text the social conditions o f  the owners o f  
an artifact containing a variant o f  the text. ‘Reconstructing the Audiences o f  the Middle English 
Versions o f  Ipomedon', Studies in Philology  103 (2006): 156-57.

Richmond, Paston Family: Endings, 55.
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who feature in the correspondence, few share their preoccupation. Thus John II reports 

the failure o f his mission to Katherine Dudley on behalf o f his brother John III: ‘She 

rekkythe nat how many gentylmen love hyre -  sche is fiill o ff love.... She answerythe 

me Jjat sche woll noon this ij yere, and I beleve hyre, for I thynke sche hathe the lyffe 

}5at sche can holde hyr content wyth.’" Like the Fere, Katherine was not permitted to 

remain content with her life, and was married elsewhere, but unlike the disappointed 

suitor o f the Calabrian heiress who enjoys narrative sympathy, the Pastons graciously 

accepted defeat in love, or at least in marriage, without seeking retribution.

In Ipomadon, the Fere, mindftil o f her reputation, is haunted by the spectre o f 

perjury should she disavow her sworn statement, while the heroine o f  the prose 

Ipomedon fears disparagement; that she who might have ‘bothe kinges and dukes, and 

now lufe a squiere, that is bot a wreche and a coward, that noo manhode is in and... if  I 

take him, all the world shall wondre on m e’ (327). And well she might fear, as the 

narrators conspire with the hero to shame her into submission. Although the Middle 

English narrators displace much o f the punishment for pride onto Imayne for her 

presumption, and her mistress suffers fewer and less spectacular paroxysms o f grief 

than La Fiere, the hero’s perverse delight in passing him self o ff alternately as a fool, a 

coward and a knave is designed to humiliate the heiress.

The narrator o f Partonope o f  Blois is not so much messenger as marriage guidance 

counsellor, following his French source in interrupting ‘hys tale o f  sentam ent’, which 

he claims disingenuously not to understand -  ‘ne wolle ne besy me to lere’ (2349) -  

to comment on the vicissitudes o f love and the ‘vnstable’ ladies o f  his acquaintance. 

But whereas the French poet repeatedly contrasts his own amorous failures with the

Paston Letters, I, no. 248.
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27hero’s oscillating fortune, the Middle English translator conspicuously disavows any 

personal experience for better or for worse. Taking a leaf from Chaucer’s litel bok, he 

begs to differ from ‘myn auctor’;

Butte playnely excusyth me,
I am no3th in thus in-firmyte.
God schelde me euer fro that mischaunce 
To hoppe so ferre ynne loue-ys dawnce.

(2331-34)

The virginal poet’s vicarious pleasure in the pursuit o f love persuades some critics of 

the presence of an elusive ‘Chaucerian sympathy’ for women, albeit reserved for 

amorous women, most o f all for the heroine -  ‘What say ye loueres, was hyt not thys 

/ A gentylle herte of here jDys was, / Off hyghe borne...?’ (1231-33) -  whose single- 

minded seduction of Partonope leads her to stake her reputation and mortgage her 

maidenhood in a high-risk venture redeemed, it seems, by honest marital intentions:

As she t^at had in soche plyghte 
Here-selfe broghte; for alle here delyte 
And all here plesaunce was hym to haue 
To here husbande, and so to saue 
Here worshyppe; for frilly }5ys was her J?o3te.

(1220-24)

The narrator’s disinterested posture does not deter him from faithfully reproducing the 

French poet’s strictures on ‘daungerus’ unyielding women, a pandemic substantiated 

by his personal resentment of the lady in Cross Cheaping:

E.g. ‘Se Parthonopeus a grant joie / Quant il set que soe est la blo[i]e, / Ce set qui a eii s ’amie, / Mais 
je chaitis qui n ’en ai mie / N e puis savoir un bien d ’amor, / Mais je sai tote la dolor.’ Partonopeu de 
Blois: A French Romance o f  the Twelfth Century, ed. Joseph Gildea, 2 vols. (Villanova, Penn.: 
Villanova University Press, 1967-70), 11. 10531-36. Brenda Hosington detects sixteen such 
interjections. "Partonopeu de Blois and Its Fifteenth-Century English Translation: A  Medieval 
Translator at Work’, in The M edieval Translator II, ed. Roger Ellis (London: Centre for Medieval 
Studies, Queen Mary and W estfield College, 1991), 248.

Barry Windeatt finds the Chaucerian sympathy, ‘Chaucer and Fifteenth-Century Romance:
Partonope o f  Blois', in Chaucer Traditions: Studies in Honour o f  D erek Brewer, ed. Ruth Morse and 
Barry Windeatt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 68; Brenda Hosington finds its 
reservations, ‘Voices o f  Protest and Submission: Portraits o f  Women in Partonopeu de Blois and its 
Middle English Translation’, Reading M edieval Studies 17 (1991): 68. The poet forgets on occasions 
that he had disavowed love, complaining o f  his lady’s hard-heartedness, e.g. 11. 4467-72.
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And sometyme when Ĵ at I assay 
To gife hir a yifte, broche or Ryng,
That wole she not take for no-J)ing.
Thus rude is chastite and not curteise

(7683-86)

Whether or not chastity is ‘rude’, mindful o f the many canonical misalliances, the lady 

shows admirable prudence in refusing constructive subarrhation in the market-place.^^ 

In this romance, female intransigence is the obstacle to be overcome. Both poets 

tell a Cupid and Psyche tale in which the roles are reversed, with the hero sailing to 

Byzantium in a seemingly unmanned ship chartered, unbeknownst to him, by the 

invisible fairy queen Melior. Finding him self in her bed, and having no idea ‘whether 

she were wydo, mayden, or wyffe’ (1351), he is wonderfully untroubled by scruples 

o f conscience or canon law, evincing none o f the ‘plebeian hesitation’ that betrays the 

parvenu in popular r o m a n c e . H i s  delight is limited only by the injunction not to see 

his clandestine lover in the flesh until they are legally married in two and a half years’ 

time. In the French text, the hero is a callow youth o f thirteen -  too young for wedlock 

or knighthood though not, apparently, for consummation -  but in raising his age to a 

respectable eighteen years, the English poet removes the impediment to matrimony 

and the reason for the secrecy. Though the French barons subsequently accuse her o f 

indiscriminate cradle snatching -  ‘Et di'ent qu’ele mescoisi / Quant d ’un garpon fist 

son am i’ (F 4843-44) -  and the English, o f  having ‘be-sette on a lewed knaue’ (6132), 

by the time their love has been discovered he has attained his canonical majority. 

Given the hero’s unimpeachable pedigree -  he is the nephew o f Clovis, King o f 

France, as Melior well knows -  the desired union would surely be no disparagement.

She has evidently taken to heart the Good Wife’s advice ‘Aqweynte Jjce not with eche man {̂ at gooth 
bi {)e strete; / ]d o u3 ony man speke to })ee, Swiftli ]dou  him grete; / Lete him go bi Jse way.../ Als, for no 
couetise, 3iftis Jsat {jou noon take’ How the Good WijfTau3te Hir DouBtir, 11. 88-90, 95.

Thus Derek Pearsall derides the eponymous hero of Lambewell, an inferior imitation o f Landeval, for 
his hesitation in entering the bed of his fairy mistress. ‘The English Romance in the Fifteenth Century’, 
Essays and Studies 29 (1976): 64.
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The clandestine marriage has puzzled several critics, notably Joan Ferrante, who 

can find no reason other than the need to establish the ‘fiction’ o f  M elior’s 

dependence on the will o f  others, ‘as if  she were trapped by her culture’s expectations 

o f woman’s role’. '̂ The dependence may be fictional, but it is not fictitious: the 

capacity o f queens, fairy and historical, is subject to baronial good will; in M elior’s 

case, as in the Fere’s, their homage ultimately depends on her accepting a ‘souereyn 

lorde’ fi’om their short list o f six suitors who distinguished themselves in the three-day 

long lists. But before the ultimatum, at his m other’s behest, Partonope breaks his 

promise to his beloved and thus her power o f  enchantment; when their love becomes 

common knowledge, he is ejected from the bower o f bliss. Like the Feers o f the ME 

Ipomedon, she anticipates: ‘To me j^en towarde ys shame and sorowe; / For eche man 

Jien shall wonder on m e’ (6029-30).

The remaining six thousand lines o f the text recount the intercession o f M elior’s 

sister, the judiciously named Wrake, ably assisted by her misogamous young cousin 

Persewise. Between them they facilitate Partonope in redeeming his reputation and his 

forfeited love. While Persewise dispenses increasingly tender ministrations to the 

ailing hero, Wrake prevails on her sister not so much to see as to hear reason. In this 

romance, Cupid implants his arrows in his patient’s cochlea;^^ but the god o f  love has 

evidently not succeeded in piercing the ears o f  contemporary women, o f  whom the 

narrator complains that ‘chastite hath made hem defe’ (705). M elior’s hearing is 

evidently unimpaired; it is her heart that is broken, like Dido’s, with her trust in the 

unfair sex:

Joan Ferrante, ‘Public Postures and Private Maneuvers; Roles Medieval Women Play’, in Women 
and Power in the Middle Ages, ed. Mary C. Erler and Maryanne Kowaleski (Athens and London: 
University o f  Georgia Press, 1988), 220.

See Spearing, The M edieval Poet as Voyeur, 145. Spearing notes that Melior fell in love with 
Partonope on first hearing o f  his excellence. She does, however, travel incognito to Blois to ascertain 
the truth o f  the reports.
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Why ssufferyste |)ou euer wommanys j^oghte 
Wyth mannys loue encombred to be,
Or tryste here worde? for well by me 
Eche woman may ensampell take.
For fayre wordes men can make 
I-nowe, tyll they haue here luste.

(6013-18)

Her complaint of encumbrance may be heartfelt, but Wrake’s rejection of love or 

‘ra|)er of bondage, as })inketh me. / In |Dat servise kepe I neuer to be’ (8723-24) is as 

disingenuous as the narrator’s. Persewise probably plays a lesser role in Partonope’s 

rehabilitation than he does in hers, and the narrator betrays an inquisitorial interest in 

her conversion from heresy to courtesy: ‘For sho that can not love, / Hur grette 

stabylnesse no man may prove’ (4458-59). Despite her courtly accomplishments -  

‘She couj^e wele harpe, singe, and daunce, / But of love toke she noone hede’ (7617- 

18) -  he assures us ominously that ‘after she may amende’ (7625). As a moral 

judgement is made between the deserving and the undeserving poor,^^ so the 

Partonope-poet distinguishes between those women who cannot and those who will 

not marry. He denounces ‘Jiat woman |Dat hath grete beaute, / And spendeth hir life in 

chastite’ (7642-43), but acquits of any wrongdoing

|?at foule l̂ at may not haue 
To hir love not>er knyght ne knave,
Gentilman ne yeman of no degree,
Lette hir J?an lyve in chastite.

(7666-69)

Where the French author diagnoses chastity as an endogenous disorder susceptible to 

authorial faith healing -  ‘Mais el en savra se De plaist, / Car nel fait pas por chastee’

(F 6254—55) -  the English translator charitably attributes Persewise’s fastidiousness to 

mere youth and inexperience:

Wherfore myn auctour seith truly 
She shuld here-after more sharply

See Jiitte, Poverty and Deviance, 159ff.
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Of loves dartes fele ]?e prickyng,
Which shuld hir wittes full soone bryng 
For euer to forsake hir chastite.

(7630-34)

Poor Persewise is condemned, in the French text, to bum with unrequited passion for 

Partonopeu, a lover’s purgatory for those who will not when they may, from which 

she is redeemed only in the continuation of the romance by marriage to the hero’s 

faithftil fifty-year-old retainer. In the English text, she conducts herself decorously, 

dampening ‘with wise abydyng’ her new-found ardour for Partonope, knowing that he 

is already committed to Melior, whom he finally marries in an impeccably orthodox 

church ceremony -  all the more orthodox, in the English text, for the omission of the 

carnival of animals in the French noces?'  ̂The espoused clearly do not share the 

heretical belief attributed to a Norwich dissident that ‘only consent of love in Jhu’ 

Crist betuxe man and woman of Cristene beleve ys sufficiant for the sacrament of 

matrimony, withoute contracte of wordes or solempnisacion yn churche’.̂  ̂But it is 

unclear from the poet’s comment -  ‘Of mariage no lenger wole thei abide, / For longe 

abidden hath he })at tide’ (12154—55) -  whether this long and not altogether wise 

‘abydyng’ has tried the patience of Partonope or of the patriarch who presides over the 

postponed ceremony. The reformed Persewise, whose love of the hero endangered her 

chastity (7735), has yet to be remitted for good behaviour; she remains single and in 

lifecycle service to her cousin -  a temporary arrangement because, as Melior herself 

was reminded by her barons, a woman ‘mow not lyve with-oute a lorde’ (11532).

The translator replaces the lions, elephants, leopards and bears (F 11. 10565-66) with ‘herawdes, 
rebawdes, [and] wyne tasters’ (1. 12181). No ME marriage is complete without the architriclinus. Thus, 
the ennobling o f  the uncanonical Sir Architricline in the Cana section o f  Cursor Mundi is less fanciful 
than it might otherwise appear. Despite its sober intention to wean its lay audience from romance, this 
vivacious history in verse, from Creation to Doom, reads as racily as the romances it was supposed to 
counter. Cursor Mundi, ed. Richard Morris, 5 vols. BETS o.s. (London, 1874-93), vol. 3, 52.

Heresy Trials in the Diocese o f  Norwich, 1428-31, ed. Norman P. Tanner, Camden Soc. 4th ser. 20 
(London: Royal Historical Society, 1977): 111. Testimony o f  John Reve.
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The Partonopeu-poeX begins by thanking the Trinity for health and wealth, peace 

and prosperity; in place o f this paean of praise the English translator offers 

conventional piety and prayers, and an authoritative readers’ guide: ‘For be wrytinge 

we moste lere / How we moste gouemed be / To worshyppe Gode in trinite’ (15-17). 

This emphasis on good governance preoccupies the Partonope-poet throughout the 

long narrative. Sandra Ihle notes the frequency with which narrator and characters 

appeal for guidance, advice, counsel, accord, covenants, promises and behests, to 

assist them in determining and maintaining the right course of a c t i o n . T h e  hero’s 

misguided mother advises him to feign obedience to his beloved:

‘Fayre sone,’ seyde she, ‘hyt ys beste 
Thatte ye kepe alle her be-heste...
Goueme yowe after your entente.
And br[e]ke not her comawndemente.
And kepe your conselle fro euery wyghte.’

(5022-23, 5040^2)

It sounds plausible, as indeed do all the best ruses. Not only is his marriage-wrecking 

mother -  and, in a novel traduction by the English poet, her mother -  guilty, like all 

gossips, of bad governance of the tongue, especially o f ‘evill tonges [that] lust but 

lape and play’ (10668) -  but Partonope is also at fault: what he lacks is self-discipline. 

He who was once famed throughout France for ‘hys wytte and... hys gouemaunce’ 

(3016) must now submit himself ‘To Jie gouemaunce all ftilly / O f ffayre Wrak and of 

Persewy’ (7692-93), to be taught how to conduct himself like an officer and a 

gentleman.^’

In one of several intrusions in the narrative, the English poet dissociates himself 

from ‘myn auctour in ffreynshe’, specifically from the calumny o f ‘thes olde clerkes’,

Sandra Ihle, ‘The English Partonope ofB lois  as Exemplum’, in Courtly Literature: Culture and 
Context, ed. Keith Busby and Erik Kooper (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1990), 305ff.

The marital action is mirrored by the military; the Saracen King Somegour disgraces him self by 
taking the advice o f  a churl he has injudiciously promoted to Chief Justice (1. 3300). He must also be 
re-educated in courtesy and good governance.
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That put in scripture to haue in remembraunce 
O f olde tyme ftill hye myssgouemance,
O f women of whome they ofte write 
Full febly and foule of hem endite

(6761-64)

Like all ‘clerkes J)at wele ruled be’, presumably those who can also claim not to have 

been initiated in love’s dance, he at least knows better than to denigrate all women on 

account of the licentious behaviour of the few. Indeed he disavows ‘Any Jiing Ĵ at 

myght be reprovyng / To women t^at wele ruled be’ (6786-87). The commendation of 

well-ruled women may have inspired a late fifteenth-century Norwich testator, Isabel 

Lyston, to bequeath to one of her daughters ‘an Englyssh boke called Partonope’.̂  ̂

Perhaps this good wife and widow hoped to teach Margery better courtesy than the 

hero received from his mother and grandmother.

Derek Pearsall has described the fifteenth century as ‘the great age o f fourteenth- 

century romance’, on the basis of its variant reproductions o f existing texts adapted for 

the needs of new audiences.^^ Of the variant versions of the AN Ipomedon it is in the 

supposedly courtly derimage that we encounter, as in Partonope, the desideratum of 

good governance. In the ME Ipomedon, the barons univocally insist that their first 

lady take a sovereign lord, not only for dynastic reasons -  to ‘gete an eyre / And hold 

t̂ is land in right blode’ {Ipomydon, 562-63) -  or, as in Ipomadon, for their right 

maintenance -  but principally because, they claimed, ‘the lond was almost distroed for 

defaute o f governance, and therefore hire almost algate take an husbond, that might 

put the lond in better governance, so that she and they might be at rest and peace’

Carol M. Meale, ‘W ives, Mothers and Daughters: Lineage, Books and the Will o f  Isabel Lyston o f  
Norwich (1490)’, in Much Heaving and Shoving, ed. Aston and Horrox, 107. She also left Margery ‘an 
Englyssh boke o f  Saynt Margaret’s Lyfe’. M eale’s claim for this as the first recorded bequest o f  a 
romance by a secular woman has been superseded not only by the 1475 will o f  Thomasin Gra 
(Richmond, Fasten Family: Endings, 125) that she acknowledges, but, earlier still, by Isabel, Duchess 
o f York’s bequest, in 1392, o f  a ‘launcelot’ to her son Edward. McFarlane, The Nobility in Later 
M edieval England, 236-37 , n.5.

Pearsall, ‘The English Romance in the Fifteenth Century’, 58.
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{Ipomedon, 331). In late medieval England, a woman without a lord could no more be 

relied on to rule the country than she could to regulate her behaviour.

Suspicion of the irregular behaviour of single women pervades both legal and 

literary discourse in the fifteenth century. Official records do not generally distinguish 

between the ever-married and the never-married, widows and spinsters respectively, 

but on the basis of testamentary evidence, Goldberg surmises that the proportion of 

never-marrying women reached a disturbingly high level in the early decades of the 

fifteenth century -  disturbing, that is, to contemporary demographers and especially to 

the guardians of public morality."*' In the course of the century fear o f the malign 

influence of unregulated women inflected the language o f civic ordinances, as in the 

borough records of York, in 1482, which decreed ‘that the common women and other 

mysgovemed women shall inhabet <thame> within in the suburbs withoute withoute 

the walles of this cite and not within etc.’.''̂  Four years later, Lichfield ordered that 

‘any misruled woman of her body’ be put on the cucking-stool and subsequenfly 

banished from the city."*̂  And in 1483, in a memorandum from York, rather than in the 

pages of chivalric romance, we encounter the lubricious ‘Cherylipps’, otherwise 

known more prosaically as Margery Gray, about whom ‘the hole parishon of St 

Martyns in Mykillgate come afore my lord the mair and compleynyd... that she was a 

woman ill disposed o f hyr body to whom ill dispossid men resortys, to the newsaunce

In the absence o f  expHcit mention o f  marital status, a woman’s singleness -  whether widow or 
spinster -  is inferred from her toponym or byname; if  she is married, she is normally relationally 
designated. In a singular case o f  anonymous wife-swapping, a 1434 levy o f  local residents lists a 
contributor to the ‘King’s Present as ‘The Tailour that wedded the leches w y f . Coventry Leet Book, ed. 
Mary Dormer Harris. 4 vols. EETS o.s. 134, 135, 138, 146 (1907-13), 163.

Goldberg, Women, Work, and Life Cycle, 276.
The York House Books, I4 6 I-I4 9 0 ,  ed. Lorraine C. Attreed, 2 vols. (Stroud: Alan Sutton, 1991),

261.
Ann J. Kettle, ‘Ruined Maids: Prostitutes and Servant Girls in Later Medieval England’, in Matrons 

and M arginal Women in M edieval Society, ed. Robert R. Edwards and Vickie Ziegler (Woodbridge: 
Boydell Press, 1995), 30, David Underdown notes that the first cucking-stool was erected in 1401, at 
Coleme, Wiltshire. ‘The Taming o f  the Scold: The Enforcement o f  Patriarchal Authority in Early 
Modem England’, in Order and D isorder in Early Modern England, ed. Anthony Fletcher and John 
Stevenson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 123.
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o f the neghbburs’.'*'' ‘Disturbing the neighbours,’ Ruth Mazo Karras maintains, is the

45formulaic expression for brothel-keeping; but disorderly conduct covers a multitude 

o f sins, not all o f them sexual. Although diocesan visitation records reveal concern for 

private morals, the long-suffering residents o f  Mi delegate were most likely motivated 

by the desire for a good night’s sleep, no doubt sharing the disquiet o f the Calabrese 

who sought ‘better governance, so that she and they might be at rest and peace’.

We do not know whether Cherrylips engaged in either commercial or casual 

prostitution, but some historians in recent years, most notably Karras, have treated the 

term ‘single woman’ as a contemporary euphemism for ‘common woman’ or 

prostitute.^^ Cordelia Beattie believes that both Karras and Goldberg, in different 

ways, overstate the suspicion o f  single women;''^ she has recently claimed that the 

appearance o f the term ‘sengle woman’ in fourteenth-century pastoral manuals and 

guild returns is attributable to the increased use o f  Middle English rather than 

mounting concern about the social and economic problem o f singleness. It might 

well be a case o f old wine in new bottles but for the obtrusive use o f  the Middle

York House Books, 12 May, 1483, 708. In a separate entry, Mariorie Gray alias Cherilippis meretrix 
is the subject of a complaint from most o f  the parish o f St Gregory, Micklegate, that she was male 
disposicionis et gubernacionis de corpore sua et una skald inter vicinos suos, ‘she was o f bad 
disposition and governance of her body, and also a scold with her neighbours’. She was banished from 
the city on pain o f imprisonment. York House Books, 28 July, 1483, 723.

Ruth Mazo Karras, ‘The Regulation o f  Brothels in Later Medieval England’, Signs 14 (1989); 422. 
O f the women who appeared before the London Assize o f Nuisances, 57 per cent were accused of 
harlotry, 11 per cent of being bawds, 15 per cent o f scolding, the rest mainly o f unlicensed huckstering. 
Hanawalt, Wealth o f  Wives, 203.
‘''’Ruth Mazo Karras, Common Women: Prostitution and Sexuality in Medieval England (Oxford; 
Oxford Lfniversity Press, 1996), 52. Only those municipalities that housed brothels or universities -  the 
single-sex institutions evidently enjoyed a symbiotic relationship -  distinguished between prostitution 
and fornication, as did the Chancellor o f Oxford, in 1461, between ‘bawds, whores and incontinent 
persons’, all o f whom were ‘banished from a circumference o f ten miles around the said university’. 
Common Women, 19.

‘It is not that the single woman is conceptualized as a prostitute, but that the prostitute is 
conceptualized as a single woman’. Cordelia Beattie, ‘Governing Bodies: Law Courts, Male 
Householders, and Single Women in Late Medieval England’, in The Medieval Household in Christian 
Europe, c. 850-1550, ed. Cordelia Beattie et al. (Tumhout; Brepols, 2003), 218.

Beattie, Medieval Single Women, 147. In thirteenth-century East Anglian custumals and court rolls, 
George C. Homans discovered anilepimen and anilepiwymen; that is, single men and women who 
suffered the legal and social disadvantage o f being landless. Ergo, ‘no land, no marriage’. English 
Villagers o f  the Thirteenth Century (1941; reprint. New York; Russell & Russell, 1960), 137.
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English term in a Latin arrest warrant: Preceptum capias Matildam M etcalf 

singlewoman ad sectam Alicie Litster.' '̂  ̂ The fact that the suit is in Ahce’s byname 

implies that she is also unmarried, yet she is not bound to keep the King’s peace; nor 

is her marital status taken down and used in evidence against her. Beattie believes that 

the municipal focus on single women denotes concern not with their sexual behaviour 

but with their subordination. In her view, the regulations ‘map out a system where 

everyone is answerable to someone’.̂ *’ Given that allegations o f sexual misconduct 

pertained to the ecclesiastical jurisdiction, however, it seems likely that complaints 

about sexual misconduct are expressed in terms o f bad governance and misrule so as 

to defend the competence o f leet courts from clerical accusations o f encroachment.^' 

Despite the rival domains, in both lay and clerical discourse the well-ordered 

household is adopted as the conventional model o f corporate governance in late 

medieval E n g l a n d . As  Christ is head o f the Church, He is the saviour o f his body 

{ipse salvator corporis (Eph. 5:23)); so responsibility for governing household bodies, 

signally those o f ‘misruled’ or ‘ill disposed’ bodies, is invested in the domestic 

paterfamilias. In this metonym o f municipal administration Beattie finds no evidence 

o f irony in the designation o f the stewholder as a ‘gret housholder’ or ‘goodman’ in

Order to arrest Matilda Metcalf, singlewoman, at the suit o f Alice Litster, 8 November, 1488. York 
House Books, 396. Two male Metcalfs stand surety for Matilda who is mainprised ‘that she do no harm 
to Alice Litster or to anyone else’. As a ‘litster’ or dyer, Alice would not have been admissible to the 
craft guild. In another order in Latin, Johanna Tumour is described by the ME ‘spynster’ 457. C f the 
orders for the arrest o f a widow and a wife respectively: preceptum quod capias Isabellam Boltam 
viduam... ad sectam Johannis Brown (February, 1484); Preceptum quod capias Aliciem uxorem 
Johannis Jakson de Doncastir ad sectam Elezabethe uxori Witlelmi Draper cuverer (March, 1484), 
York House Books, 422,429. In neither case is the ME term used to denote the women’s marital status; 
in the second case, the marital status o f both female parties is given. A rare mention of male singleness 
occurs in an ordinance for the mixed fraternity o f St Aime threatening with expulsion ‘any of the 
company [that] be of wikked fame of his body & take there wyues than his owene or yif he be a sengle 
man & be holde a comone lechour or contecour or rebell of his tonge’. Caroline M. Barron and Laura 
Wright, ‘The London Middle English Guild Certificates o f 1388-9’, Nottingham Medieval Studies 39 
(1995): 123. Warnings against idleness, drunkenness, and spectator sports are also issued only to male 
members.

Beattie, ‘Governing Bodies’, 218.
See Marjorie K. McIntosh, ‘Finding Language for Misconduct: Jurors in Fifteenth-Century Local 

Courts’, in Bodies and Disciplines, ed. Hanawalt and Wallace, 100.
Thus York’s civic records, like the Northumberland dynastic records, are known as ‘House Books’.
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the fifteenth-century customaries o f the Southwark leet court. Thus, the London 

ordinances require the innkeeper to extend his familiar care and control to the 

strangers whom he harbours.T he whorehouse and the tavern do not differ 

structurally from any other domestic unit; each was nominally under male stewardship 

even if  the de facto  management devolved to his wife. Unmarried women were 

generally barred from holding either office. But the language o f  municipal 

housekeeping conveys to Marjorie McIntosh official indignation at the ‘inversion or 

distortion’ o f hospitality and domesticity.^"  ̂The first recorded instance o f  the Middle 

English term ‘houshold’, Felicity Riddy notes, dates from the 1380s.^^ This neologism 

gradually replaced the Anglo-Norman ‘meinie’, as the concept o f  a stable domestic 

unit itself succeeded the earlier notion o f a variable peripatetic association. It is a 

curious coincidence that the ideological ‘household’ should be adopted after the Black 

Death and the Peasants’ Rising, at the very time when the traditional domestic unit 

had ceased to supply the principal economic model o f production and consumption.^^ 

The late medieval household was more o f a ‘houseftil’ o f  tenants, not all o f  whom

Beattie, ‘Governing Bodies’, 209. The relevant sections o f the text o f the customaries are reproduced 
in modem English by Karras, ‘Regulation o f Brothels’, 427-33. The spurious date (1162) of the 
legislative attempt to control the local practice of the world’s oldest profession and the allusion to ‘old 
customs that have been used and accustomed there’ suggests official anxiety to disclaim responsibility 
for the origin o f this public nuisance. For the London ordinances see Hanawalt, Wealth o f  Wives, 104.
In France, however, the brothelkeeper was frequently designated the abbe or abbesse\ given that the 
women were effectively cloistered within the brothel, denied freedom o f egress, the term is less parodic 
than it first appears. Leah Lydia Otis, Prostitution in Medieval Society: the History o f  an Urban 
Institution in Languedoc (Chicago and London; University of Chicago Press, 1985), 184n, 88.

Signally the use o f hospitere ( ‘to entertain’) and fovere  ( ‘to keep warm’) in the accusations of 
keeping unlicensed brothels and taverns. Marjorie K. McIntosh, Controlling Misbehavior in England, 
1370-1600 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 71). Interestingly, the Coventry ordinances stress 
maintenance rather than hospitality. Thus, in 1445, ‘quilibet habens tenementum... qui tenet vel hospital 
aliquas bawedes, vel sustentat vel custodit comen women’ is ordered to evict them on pain of a 205 
fine. Coventry Leet Book, 219-20.

Riddy, citing the MED, in ‘Looking Closely’, 213.
Few if  any o f the convicted rebels o f 1381 were themselves peasants, and Alan Macfarlane has argued 

that England had long since ceased to be a peasant society characterised by domestic self-sufficient 
households. The Origins o f  English Individualism: The Family, Property and Social Transition 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1978), 103.
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shared the domestic/ocw5.^^ Hence the ‘gret housholder’ o f  the Southwark stews was 

expressly prohibited from permitting any ‘woman that Hves by her body’ to board, or

C O

even to spin or card with him. In this proprietary estabhshment, as in all well-ruled 

households, there was no room in the family inn for inveterate streetwalkers.^^

Where the Southwark stewholder was obliged to keep his own house in order, law- 

abiding citizens in other boroughs were expected to police one another’s households. 

Mutual accountability o f  lesser men was already instituted in the Anglo-Saxon system 

o f frankpledge, whereby a new entrant to a brotherhood swore to be a ‘good m an’: to 

keep the peace, abide by local laws and customs, and desist from theft.^^ Most English 

towns south o f the River Trent required male residents to be in frankpledge, but in the 

fifteenth century some boroughs turned their attention from the neighbourhood watch 

to household inspection, and specifically to the supervision o f  single women. The 

best-documented civic exercise in putting its corporate house in order comes from the 

Coventry leet court o f  1492, which ordained inter alia:

Also that no senglewoman, beyng in good hele & myghty in body to labour 
within |)e age o f  / yeres, take nor kepe frohensfiirth housez nor chambres be 
them-self; nor that [they] take eny Chambre within eny o{)er persone, but }?at 
they go to seruice till they be maried

‘Houseful’ denotes co-residence without prejudice to communal production or consumption. See 
Richard Smith, ‘Rooms, Relatives and Residential Arrangements: Some Evidence in Manor Court Rolls 
1250-1500, Medieval Village Research Group. Annual Report 30 (1982): 34.

Karras, ‘Regulation o f  Brothels’, Appendix, A2, BIO, B13.
There was no room in consecrated ground either. According to Stow’s informant, there was formerly 

a designated ‘Single Woman’s churchyard’ for them, ‘far from the parish church’. S un’ey, 361-62.
^  Sarah Rees Jones, ‘Household, Work and the Problem o f  Mobile Labour: The Regulation o f  Labour 
in Medieval English Tovms’, in The Problem o f  Labour in Fourteenth-Century England, ed. James 
Bothwell, P. J. P. Goldberg and W. M. Ormrod (Woodbridge: York Medieval Press / Boydell, 2000),
14 Iff. This association o f  working men in many respects anticipated the late medieval guilds, but 
vouched for the character without reference to the craft or craftsmanship o f  its members. It was not 
concerned not with collective bargaining but with the common profit. All male residents over the age o f  
twelve, other than day labourers, were liable for frankpledge if they were not already in service to a lord 
or o f  sufficient means to stand surety for themselves.

Coventry Leet Boole, 545.
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The penalty for a first offence was a 205 fine; persistent defaulters were liable to a 

sentence in prison, ‘there to abide tyll they fynde suerte to go to seruice’. Furthermore, 

landlords or whoever

resceyue eny such persones, or set them eny house or Chambre, to lese at j3e 
first defalt xx s., at |)e ij'*'̂  defalt xl s. & at |?e iij‘''̂  defalt to be comyt to prison, 
there to remayn till he fynde suerte to conforme hym-selfe to Ĵ is ordenaunce. 
(545)

The reference not to a ‘misruled’ or ‘misgoverned’ body, but to a manifestly idle 

body, presents a Janus-like capacity at once to recall the ‘masterless men’ o f the late 

fourteenth-century Statutes of Labourers and to anticipate the sixteenth-century 

obsession with ‘sturdy beggars’ -  the undeserving poor -  the first stage of Jiitte’s 

process of marginalisation. The decree may have proved unenforceable, as the 

Michaelmas Leet of 1495 revised the conditions, increasing the exemptions:

And also t>at euery Maide & sole woman beyng within J)e age of xl 3eres that 
kepeth eny house sole be hir self, that she take a Chambre within an honest 
persone, which shall answere for his (sic) goode demeasnyng, or els to go to 
seruice betwixt J)is & Ĵ e fest o f All Halowes next comyng, vppon peyn of 
inprisonement, there to abide vnto Jie tyme they fynde suerte so to doo, or els 
to voyde J)e Cite. (568)

The reduction in the age-limit, the concession that a woman might now reside with an

‘honest persone’ instead o f being directed to enter service, and the omission of any

reference to marriage, may have been intended to exculpate the large number of

respectable middle-aged widows of modest means indiscriminately impugned by the

fi'yearlier decree. But the relaxation of the rules is counteracted by the custodial 

sentences and more rigorous inspection and enforcement orders, redolent of the 

diocesan court visitations:

Thus, in her defence against a suit o f  trespass and theft, the widowed Alison Jane denied that she had 
ever agreed to work for the plaintiff, an Exeter merchant, claiming that ‘she wold... be no mannys 
servaunt’. Cordelia Beattie, ‘Meanings o f  Singleness: The Single Woman in Late Medieval England’, 
(D.Phil. diss.. University o f  York, 2001), 178.
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And |)at |?e shirrifs wokely make serch & doo execucion o f  & in })e premissez, 
vppon peyn to lese Cs. at euery tyme they be founde laches [deficient] in 
serch-makyng, & non-executyng o f Jje premissez, that fyne to be levied be }?e 
Mair for the tyme beyng to J?e vse o f J)e Cite. (568)

Although a series o f royal proclamations beginning in the late fifteenth century 

ordered the arrest and detention o f all ‘vngoodly & ille disposed persones’, leet courts 

around the country persecuted those who sustained or supported the misgoverned.^^ 

Thus, in 1493, the Coventry leet court ordained that ‘y f eny persone speke or entrete 

for |?e fauoryng o f eny myslyffyng woman to j3e Maire for the tyme beyng, which is 

knowen for a harlat, he to lose xx s., and j^at he be comyt to warde till he pay hit.’ "̂* 

Whether the exercise in social control was designed to remove the public nuisance 

o f prostitution, as Karras believes, or Lollard conventicles o f single women, as 

Goldberg proposes, the rulings effectively made unmarried women the subjects o f 

anti-social behaviour orders confining them to the family home and diverting suspect 

female labour from one service industry to another. Either way, the errant single 

woman was denied the freedom o f the city, physically as well as professionally. 

Goodwives and superannuated widows might continue to enjoy the liberties defended 

four centuries earlier by Godiva -  ‘Dame Good Eve’ -  but the unmarried daughters o f 

Eve must serve their time in an approved household, under the presidency o f  an 

upstanding male c i t i z e n . I n  1487, twenty-one citizens o f York, all ‘personnez o f

Coventry Leet Book, 374. In this instance, the subjects o f  investigation are political agitators. Another 
missive in 1489 specifies vagabonds, ‘in especial haserders, dicers & Carders’. Coventry Leet Book, 
538. A royal ordinance o f  1485 requires the search and detention o f  ‘all vacabundes, idel people, 
mighty and valiant beggers and othre suspect personnes’. York House Books, 394-95. McIntosh 
believes the leet courts exceeded their authority. Controlling M isbehavior, 89-90.
^  Coventry Leet Book, 552.

Karras, Common Women, 20. P. J. P. Goldberg, ‘Coventry’s “Lollard” Programme o f 1492 and the 
Making o f Utopia’, in Pragmatic Utopias: Ideals and Communities, I200-I630 , ed. Rosemary Horrox 
and Sarah Rees Jones (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) 109.
^  Whatever success the ordinances might have achieved in forcing women into service, they seem not 
to have reduced the percentage o f  single women in the city. In his analysis o f  the 1523 subsidy, Charles 
Phythian-,A.dams estimates that, with the inclusion o f  all female servants and women whose status was 
unspecified, 43 per cent o f  women over the age o f  15 were single. Desolation o f  a City: Coventry and
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good name and fame and worshipfull conversacion’ testified before the mayor to the 

good character of EHzabeth Ricardby, now wife to Richard Panyerman of Filey, but

herbifore by the space o f viij yeres togadder and more, dwelling with Richard 
Parke late of York decesid ffishmonger, and after his decese with Margarete 
his wife, by all the which tyme the said Elizabeth at all tymes was reputid an 
honest madyn, clene o f body, true o f hands and tong and in all thinges 
appertigneyng to hur womanhode a madyn o f honest conversacion and good 
disposicion, never notid o f any cryme or othre thing sinistre;^^

In other words, she had lived by the Leet Book; we do not know why, as a respectable

housewife, Elizabeth needed a testimonial. Was there a rumour of an unruly

adolescence? A fifteenth-century compilation of collective nouns contains an

‘obeissance’ o f servants, a term that nicely conjoins the requisite obedience and

z  o

deference to authority. It is doubtless no accident that the customary minimum age 

o f entry to domestic service coincided with her canonical majority, the age at which a 

girl might legally consent to love, honour and obey her lord.^^

Respect for authority is not in itself a gendered virtue: men were also condemned 

for insubordination. Laurence Saunders, the son o f a former mayor of Coventry, who 

might himself have achieved high office had he been more biddable, was described in 

the Leet Book, the organ of his political opponents, as a ‘masterful man [who] would

7f)not otherwise be ruled than after his own will’. In following his own will, the

the Urban Crisis o f  the Late M iddle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 84. Single 
women faced more severe penalties in northern England in the sixteenth century. Cecilia Reyd o f  
Ampleforth was ordered, in 1536, to evict her two daughters from her tenement and cease to maintain 
them forthwith. McIntosh, Controlling M isbehavior, 92.

York House Books, 54.
Rosemary Horrox, ‘Service’, in Fifteenth-Century Attitudes, 70.
Goldberg, ‘Marriage, Migration and Servanthood’, 5. She might, however, be put to service at the 

customary age o f  betrothal. Cordelia Beattie reports a late fifteenth-century case o f  a girl ‘being within 
vij yere o f  age’ who was sent into service by her mother. ‘Single women, Work, and Family: The 
Chancery Dispute o f  Jane Wynde and Margaret Clerk’, in Voices from  the Bench: The Narratives o f  
Lesser Folk, ed. Michael Goodich (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 185. Though the 
minimum age o f  entry to a religious house was the same as for marriage, Logan points out that the 
novice could not make her profession until she had served the one-year probationary period. Runaway 
Religious, 12.
™ Cited by Mary Dormer Harris, ‘Laurence Saunders, Citizen o f  Coventry’, English H istorical Review  
9 (1894), 633. Saunders was a dyer by trade, one o f  several craft guilds noted for its hostility to female
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misguided Saunders was in breach o f the spirit and letter o f the by-laws. To be 

masterless was a civil offence; to be masterftil, a moral defect. Goldberg adverts to the 

adoption o f the clerical ‘discourse o f sin’ in these late medieval ordinances;^' a lay 

sermon issuing from the inner sanctum o f the leet court to the outer chambers o f 

‘honest persones’. In late medieval court records, godliness comes next to cleanliness, 

with presentments for misgovemance following matters o f public health and hygiene^^ 

-  leaking privies, contaminated wells and streams, roaming livestock -  as if  moral 

turpitude contributed to the pollution o f the urban environment.

In 1301, an ordinance from York decreed that ‘no one shall keep pigs which go in 

the street by day or night, nor shall any prostitute stay in the city’, expressly 

permitting the zealous citizen to slaughter any wandering sow for its trotters, and evict 

any whore for her door and her roof tru sse s .T h o u g h  prostitutes did not partake of 

the paradoxical fate o f  pigs in having to be killed to be cured, they shared their 

ambivalent status: desired for their serviceable flesh and decried for their filthy 

habits.^'* The official conjunction o f porcine and meretricious streetwalkers evokes for 

Goldberg the biblical excoriation o f the harlot for being garrula et vaga /  quietis 

inpatiens nec valens in domo consistere pedibus suis /  nunc foris nunc in plateis nunc 

iuxta angulos insidians (Prov. 7:10-12), ‘talkative and wandering. Not bearing to be 

quiet, not able to abide still at home. Now abroad, now in the streets, now lying in

membership, though this may have had no bearing on Harris’s Mosaic denunciation o f  his ‘stiff-necked 
craft’. ‘Laurence Saunders’, 637.

Goldberg, ‘Coventry’s “Lollard” Programme’, 106.
McIntosh, Controlling Misbehavior, 68.
Cited by Goldberg, Women in England, 210. The same penalty applied in London, as Jean 

Upholderster, a woman alleged to be o f  bad character, found at the cost o f  her doors and windows to 
the vigilantes o f Broad Street Ward in 1366. Lacey, ‘Women and Work’, 50. Lawful investigation o f  
rumours o f  scandalous behaviour protected the concerned citizen from a charge o f  trespass. Shaw, 
‘Construction o f  the Private’, 461.

On the ‘displaced abjection’ o f  pigs and prostitutes see Michael Camille, ‘At the Sign o f  the 
“Spinning Sow”: The “Other” Chartres and Images o f  Everyday Life o f  the Medieval Street’, in H istoiy  
and Images, ed. Bolvig and Lindley, 259-60. In the iconography o f  the desert hermit one helps, the 
other hinders St Antony.
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wait near the comers’/^  For me, it recalls the ritual uncleanness of Leviticus and the 

abomination of anomalies, whether cloven-hoofed carnivores or ungovemed single 

women. While each might be regarded as an asset in the rural economy, once they 

cross urban thresholds, they are designated a civic nuisance.^^ The moral economy of 

late medieval English cities masquerades as a matter of public hygiene. Where the 

York legislation literally discovered prostitutes by removing their roofs, rewarding the 

finders with keeping the timbers, the later Coventry ordinance penalised those in 

dereliction of their duty to contain the problem. It threatened to turn the sheriff and his 

posse into Peeping Toms, by whose disclosures young and serviceable single women 

were driven out of their own homes and herded into approved households.

Though ‘suche mennes tonges gone euer on wheles’ (Partonope, 10125), cruising 

for whores at every comer house, women’s unbridled tongues will walk the length of 

Watling Street. Even for harlots who could constrain their feet, their proverbial 

garrulousness rendered them liable to prosecution for disturbances of the peace. The 

garnilatrix or litigatrix, like the meretrix, was primarily an urban invention; given the 

discrimination against ungovemed women, it is indeed ‘no wonder that there were so

77many scolds in the medieval town’. In 1505, Agnes Horton and Joan Whitescale 

were summoned by the Church Court of the Archdeaconry o f Buckingham, having

Goldberg, ‘Pigs and Prostitutes: Streetwalking in Comparative Perspective’. In Young M edieval 
Women, ed. Lewis et al., 173.

‘Where there is dirt,’ Mary Douglas observes, ‘there is a system. Dirt is the by-product o f  a 
systematic ordering and classification o f  matter, in so far as ordering involves rejecting inappropriate 
elements.’ Purity and Danger: An Analysis o f  Concepts o f  Pollution and Taboo (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin Books, 1970), 48. The rejection o f  pigs and prostitutes, not naturally dirty, conforms to 
Douglas’s thesis o f  pollution.

Hutton, ‘Women in Fourteenth Century Shrewsbury’, 98. Underdown ascribes the phenomenon o f  
scolding to the urban alienation o f  women ( ‘The Taming o f  the Scold’, 126), whereas Martin Ingram 
attributes the prosecutions to the greater prominence o f  women in towns. “ ‘Scolding Women Cucked or 
Washed”: A Crisis in Gender Relations in Early Modem England?’ in Women, Crime and the Courts in 
Early Modern England, ed. Jenny Kermode and Garthine Walker (London: UCL Press, 1994), 56. Male 
offenders were more likely to be described as ‘barrators’, a term that McIntosh interprets as vexatious 
litigants. Controlling Misbehavior, 60n. In literary texts, however, ‘barratry’ implies physical 
aggression such as the bold men o f  ancient Britain, ‘baret that lofden, / In mony turned tyme tene that 
wroghten’. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, ed. J. J. Anderson (London: J. M. Dent, 1996), 11 21-22.
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been reported as ‘common scolds each calling the other “Thou art a strong whore” and

70

vice versa’. The presumption that they are both ‘wommen of evill name’ precludes a 

charge of slander: it takes one to know one. But whereas, in the earlier Southwark 

customary, any woman ‘that liveth by hir bodi’ who caused an affray by ‘chid[ing] 

with any man’ was liable to a imprisonment and fine, an emendation o f 1457 offers 

exemption for any ‘mannes w if charged with ‘scoolding like as commun wommen 

ben’.̂  ̂For the indiscretion of goodwives a yearly presentment at the leet court 

suffices; there is no derogation for single women.

There is no compassion either for Laurence Saunders; the Coventry Leet Book is 

littered with references to his contumacious behaviour. He is variously described as 

addressing the mayor ‘presumptuously’, and being ‘wylfully disposed’ against him 

and the common people; but his most heinous offence was that he ‘entended not only 

reformacion o f jDeym, but feyned maters to |5entent to haue be venged for )ie due 

punysshement yeven to hym be t)e seid Maire for his obstynacy & disobesaunce etc.’ *̂’ 

In 1495, when the incorrigible Saunders was languishing in prison once again -  

though harbouring single women is not listed as one of his misdemeanours -  his 

supporters nailed to the north door of St Michael’s Church sedifious verses that began:

Be it knowen & vnderstand.
This Cite shuld be fi"ee & nowe is bonde.
Dame goode Eve made hit free;

O I

& nowe J>e custome for woll & l)e draperie.

They might have been speaking for the spinster impeached by the ordinances.

Cited by Goldberg, Women in England, 229. Where women’s physical aggression was dealt with by 
leet courts, verbal abuse seems to have remained within the ecclesiastical domain. Jane Laughton thus 
finds no evidence o f  scolding in the Portmote or Pentice courts o f  Chester. ‘Women in Court: Some 
Evidence from Fifteenth-Century Chester’, in England in the Fifteenth Century. Proceedings o f  the 
1992 Harlaxton Symposium, ed. Nicholas Rogers, (Stamford: Paul Watkins, 1994), 98.

Beattie, ‘Governing Bodies’, 217.
Communication to the Prince’s Council, 1480, Coventry Leet Book, 441.
Coventry Leet Book, 567.
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Who were the chief beneficiaries o f these decrees: the city fathers whose 

commodious households could most easily absorb the supply o f  cheap labour that 

would allow them to live like lords o f the manor; or their wives and daughters who 

were released from much o f  the burden o f  domesticity in the urban household? For 

want o f  contemporary confessions to indirect profit from immorality, we can only 

conjecture. It is arguable that the assault on the liberty o f  single women to live as and 

where they pleased was motivated by the decline in Coventry’s prosperity with the 

attrition o f  the textile industry. When wom en’s labour is required by the local 

economy they are welcomed into the workforce; during a recession they are forced 

into low-status occupations for which there is no male constituency. In other medieval 

cities, it is likely that, as Bernard Capp surmises o f  early modem England, urban

women living alone attracted attention only if  they lived scandalously or practised a

82trade that threatened male interests. If baking and brewing aroused more suspicion 

than carding and laundering, it may be because such capital-intensive but potentially 

remunerative cottage industries were increasingly regarded in the late Middle Ages as 

the natural province o f men.

In her monograph on the medieval brewing industry, Judith Bennett finds that all 

women were disadvantaged by the professionalisation o f the trade, but single women, 

who most o f all lacked credit, trust and borrowing capacity, were squeezed out o f the

o i

trade well before alewives and brewers’ widows. The Luttrell Psalter, long pillaged 

for pictorial representations o f  the everyday life o f  country folk on the eve o f  the 

Black Death, shows all sorts and conditions o f  industrious women, with the obtrusive

Bernard Capp, When Gossips Meet: Women, Family and Neighbourhood in Early M odern England 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 37. In his discussion o f  the 1563 Act o f  Artificers, which 
empowered magistrates to order single women between the ages o f  twelve and forty into service, Capp 
remarks that it was ‘implemented more energetically than most legislation’.

Judith M. Bennett, Ale, Beer, and Brewsters in England: Women's Work in a Changing World, 
I30 0 -I6 0 0  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 54.
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exception of the hucksters and brewsters that sermons and social historians might lead 

us to expect.*"  ̂ We do not know whether the most infamous failed brewster of the 

fifteenth century traded as femme sole, but we can deduce that Margery Kempe’s 

moderate affluence, if  not her indebted husband, protected her from penury.

Whereas, in the early 1400s, women might enter service in craft-based households, 

by the end of the century they were largely confined to domestic duties in mercantile 

ho u seh o ld s .B u t even in the workshop single women were most often restricted to

menial tasks, the least regarded of the meinie. Margery Spuret, in service to a saddler,

86seems to have been employed to carry jugs o f water from the river. And in the 

chancery dispute between Jane Wynde and her former employer, the now married 

plaintiff (suing through her husband) claims to have been sent, at the age o f eighteen,

87to serve Margaret Clerk ‘in the occupacioun of brewing’. According to the plaintiff, 

the childless Margaret ‘feithfully promysed to take the seid Jane... as her daughter and 

childe and do to her as she wolde to her doughter or childe yf she had eny of her 

owne’.̂ * Any reader o f romance or court records might anticipate more trouble than 

beer brewing, as the good wife could justifiably claim to have treated her exactly like 

a d a ug h t e r . So  did Rimnild’s father; so, too, the stepfather of the rebellious Joan who 

had lived with him and her mother for fifteen years ‘as their servant and under their 

nurture’. At her mother’s behest, he claimed, he had thrashed Joan for wasting the best

Richard K. Emmerson and P. J. P. Goldberg, “T he Lord Geoffrey had me made”: Lordship and 
Labour in the Luttrell Psalter’, in The Problem o f  Labour, ed. Bothwell et al., 60.

Goldberg, ‘Coventry’s “Lollard” Programme, 99-100.
In his deposition in her marriage suit, a male colleague o f  the dissenting couple claimed that the 

putative husband, a fellow saddler, ‘does not surpass the said Margery in wealth, renown, authority, 
esteem, or employment as he knew that just as Thomas is able to gain his livelihood from his craft so 
also can the same Margery from her service’ Church Court, York, 1394. Cited by Goldberg, Women in 
England, 105. It would seem that the sympathetic saddler had an inflated idea o f  his colleague’s status 
and earning capacity as a servant.

Beattie, ‘Single Women, Work, and Family’, 182.
** Beattie, ‘Single Women, Work, and Family’, 177.

Apprenticeship agreements authorised the master and mistress to behave in loco parentis. Thus a 
London silkwoman promised her female apprentice inter alia  ‘to chastise her in meet fashion’. Marian 
K. Dale, ‘The London Silkwomen o f  the Fifteenth Century’, Economic History Review  4 (1933), 326.
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part o f his malting barley.*̂ *̂  Margaret Clerk was accused not o f  battering her surrogate 

daughter but o f keeping her for six years as an unpaid domestic servant, setting her not 

to the small beer but to the spindle.

Spinning is the time-honoured and, in this case, time-served occupation o f women, 

decorous and sedentary; quintessentially and penitentially feminised work ever since 

Eve was supplied with a distaff, and the Virgin Mary, at least in thirteenth-century 

annunciation scenes based on the Protevangelium, was allotted ‘the scarlet and the 

true purple’ to spin for the temple o f the Lord.*̂ ' O f all the household chores that the 

wright’s chaste wife might have imposed on her attempted seducers, now ‘fallen 

among the spindles’ in the oubliette, she charges them with spinning for their 

supper.*̂  ̂The association o f  textile work with women has a long literary lineage.^^

The three Fates, daughters o f the Night, according to Hesiod, measured the span o f  

life by their labour: Clotho the spinner held the distaff; Lachesis the apportioner drew 

the thread and the inflexible Atropos cut it short. Penelope wove (and unravelled) for

When the girl’s mother had raised a hand to her, Joan had bitten it, almost severing the thumb.
Court of Common Pleas, 1380. Cited by Goldberg, Women in England, 83-84.

Protevangelium, in The New Testament Apocrypha, ed, James, 43. In the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries Mary is promoted from the active to the contemplative life, now invariably portrayed reading 
or meditating. M. T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England, 1066-1307, 2d edition 
(Oxford; Blackwell, 1993), 192. Clanchy observes (187) that the Devil becomes literate before Mary. 
Rolls of parchment rather than reels o f wool are his stock in trade.

The impenitent lord’s initial response is outright refusal: ‘Rather would I dy for hungyr / Wyth owte 
hosyll or shryfte’ The Wright’s Chaste Wife, ed. Frederick J. Fumivall, EETS o.s. 12 (London, 1865), 
353-54. Once hunger has humiliated him, he refuses to share his hard-earned victuals with the wife’s 
next work-shy victim. The customary division of labour still obtains in the huge model manufactory in 
Thomas Deloney’s Jack o f  Newbury (c. 1597), but in 1577, in fulfilment o f its statutory obligation to 
establish a house o f correction for ‘idle rogues and masterless persons’, the cloth-town o f Hadleigh, 
Suffolk detained men, women and poor children, setting them all to spin, regardless of sex. McIntosh, 
‘Local Responses’, 232. Spenser’s Amazonian Radigund treats her captive knights even more 
ruthlessly: ‘First she doth them o f warlike armes despoile, / And cloth in womens weedes: And then 
with threat / Doth them compell to worke, to eame their meat, / To spin, to card, to sew to wash, to 
wring;’ Moreover, she maintains them ad dietatem so as weaken their resistance. The Faerie Queene, 
ed. A. C. Hamilton (London: Longman, 1977), 5.4.31. Though the male spinster is the object of 
ridicule, the image o f a man and woman working in tandem (Arras MS 47 fol.208v) resists this 
interpretation. Yet in another illustration in the same MS the woman holding the distaff appears to be 
dancing while a knight works the spindle (fol.32). See Lilian M. C. Randall, Images in the Margins o f  
Gothic Manuscripts (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1966), figs. 735, 734.

According to Origen, the Christian-baiting Celsus derided the faithful as ‘woolworkers in houses, 
laundry workers and the most obtuse yokels’. Cited by David Herlihy, Opera Muliebria: Women and 
Work in Medieval Europe (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990), 4. As a castrato, though not a 
yokel, the Bishop may have taken the remark personally.
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diversion; Hero, denied Leander’s outdoor pursuits, took up the spindle with her nurse 

to pass the nocturnal h o u r s . I n  Chretien’s Yvain, the captive maidens were set to silk- 

work by their wicked taskmaster in the sole attested case o f sweatshop labour in 

chivalric romance. W e have encountered lavenders in Generydes, embroiderers in 

Emare and the southern Octavian, and skilled needlewomen in almost every other 

romance. In his Active Policy o f  a Prince (c.l470), George Ashby recommended 

cloth-making as a palliative for the restless and workless poor commons, ‘bi the 

whiche thei shal come to grete swetnesse’, and even silk-workers themselves, in their 

petition to parliament, in 1455, represented their feminised industry as ‘pleasyng to 

God’ and man for the ‘norishing o f vertue, and eschewying o f vices and ydelness’.*̂  ̂

Contemporary courtesy texts promoted it as a thrifty ‘pastime’ to occupy the 

housewife’s notionally idle h o u r s . T h e  author o f  an early Tudor manual candidly 

admits: ‘And undoubted a woman cannot get her living honestly with spinning on the 

distaff, but it stoppeth a gap, and must needs be had.’^̂  Though virtuous and 

functional, it was unsustainable; menial work that merited the high praise o f men who 

did not practise the craft and low wages for the women who did; in other words, it was

Q Q

the ideal ancillary activity. Women were rarely permitted to pursue the more 

profitable textile trades; guildsmen ensured that weaving, fulling and dyeing remained

Homer, The Odyssey, 2 .96-110, 19.137-63; Ovid, Heroides, 19.38.
‘Active policy o f  a Prince’, st. 76, in George Ashby's Poems, ed. Mary Bateson, EETS e.s. 76 

(London, 1899); the silk-workers’ petition is cited by Lacey, ‘Women and Work’, 55-56.
Thus a late fifteenth-century French carving formerly displayed above an apothecary’s shop, in an 

ostensible cure for idleness, shows a hyperactive woman continuing to spin whilst defecating. Camille, 
‘Spinning Sow ’, 262-63, fig. 7. Camille reads such signs as part o f  the dialogic discourse o f  sacred and 
profane iconography. He reproduces a number o f  images o f  pigs with distaff and spindle. In an apparent 
role-reversal with the Virgin Mary, they take up the ‘pastime’ when the Virgin resorts to reading,

Anthony Fitzherbert, The Boke o f  Husbandry (1523), in English Historical Documents, vol. 5, 1485- 
1558, ed. C. H. Williams (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1971), 923.

Analysing the economic depression in sixteenth-century England, John Clapham characterised 
spinning and nailmaking as ‘by-employment’; its practitioners as consumers rather than producers,
‘new mouths (sic)' undifferentiated from all itinerant labourers and vagabonds who ‘went to Town or 
the towns or picked up some trade in the country. Some took to the roads or to crime’. Cited by E. H. 
Phelps Brown and Sheila V. Hopkins, ‘Wage-Rates and Prices: Evidence for Population Pressure in the 
Sixteenth Century’, Economica n.s. 24 (1957): 296.
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closed shops.C oventry  weavers justified their ban on the grounds o f  decency: for a 

master to set ‘his wyffe or his doughter or ony woman servaunt to weyve in the brode 

loom... is a geyn all goode order and honeste’.'*’° The spinster was supplied with ‘ij 

wax poundes and a quartron o f woH’; for which her work was paid at piece-rate: ‘for 

every spynnyng pounde o f  course wol for packing ware ii d. in redy money’. I f  it 

did not pay the rent for a room in an honest person’s house, it would help to keep the 

spinster o ff the streets. It is no wonder that, in the stereotypical image o f  subversion, 

the woman uses her distaff as a stick to beat her lord and master.

The lovely young noblewomen o f late medieval romance are in no danger o f  being 

put to work: like the lilies o f  the field they toil not, neither do they spin. Nor do they 

wash their own dirty linen, let alone take in other people’s laundry. Raised in 

expectation o f a splendid marriage, instructed in courtesy and fine needlepoint, the 

only late blooming heroine who shows any aptitude for making an honest living by 

her own hands is Winliane, in the Huntington-Laing Sir Eger, whose fateful thread is 

savagely cut short by the narrative Atropos. Those women who will neither inherit a

Though the Virgin is often depicted spinning, in the early fourteenth-century Gesta Infantiae 
Salvatoris and Liher de Infantia, the infant Jesus is portrayed more fittingly apprenticed to a dyer. He 
performs the miraculous feat o f producing multicoloured cloth from a single dye. Oxford, Bodl. MS 
Selden Supra 38 fols. 25-27. Reproduced in Age o f  Chivalry, ed. Alexander and Binski, cat. no. 203.

Phythian-Adams, Desolation o f  a City, 87-88. In 1461, Bristol weavers blamed female labour at the 
loom for male unemployment, while in 1400 the weavers o f York ordained the exclusion of women ‘in 
case they spoil the cloth for sale and jeopardise the name of the craft and its income’. Swanson, 
Medieval Artisans, 35-36. Norwich weavers offered the spurious objection, in 1511, that women 
lacked the physical strength to engage in weaving. Christine Peters, Women in Early Modern Britain,
1450-1640 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 51.

Ordinance concerning cloth, 1484. York House Books, 313. The rate for ‘every pounde spynnyng of 
woll for cuttyng cloth’ was negotiable. In 1404, at Writtle, Emma atte Lee sued her former employer 
for non-payment of Is SVid due for spinning over 13 lbs wool. Poos, Rural Society, 67. A Coventry 
ordinance from 1449 affirms what is implied in the York regulations, that ‘no maner persone within jjis 
Cite delyuer to eny maner Spynner within the same o f woll to spyn but ij li. & a quartern for a weight’. 
Coventry Leet Book, 243. A 1518 memorandum entitled clothworkers to raw materials o f ‘such weight 
as can be thought resonable for the poor folkes to lyue bye’, but did not extend the provision to 
spinners. The reminder to the clothworkers ‘to gyue the pore Spynners redy money’ suggests that the 
spinners’ earning capacity had not improved. Coventr)> Leet Book, 658.

The image appears even in the idealised Luttrell Psalter, BL MS Add. 43120 fol. 60r. Despite the 
references in the civic ordinances to the chain o f textile workers, the spinner is usually depicted 
working alone. See Frances M. Biscoglio, ‘“Unspun” Heroes: Iconography of the Spinning Woman in 
the Middle Ages’, Journal o f  Medieval and Renaissance Studies 25 (1995): 164.
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kingdom nor marry a king must serve their time as ladies-in-waiting: high class 

servants retained in royal households until they are married, whether they will or no.

The tenor o f  my argument throughout has been that a woman’s consent to marry is 

rarely a matter o f free choice, either in romance or, as we have seen from the court 

records, in the ‘political reality’ that Auerbach negates in narrative fictions; that as 

Wrake, who has misled Melior into believing that her beloved is dead, torments her 

sister, ‘They shull chese, but ye moste love. / t>is mariage, me J^inketh, may not prove’ 

{Partonope, 8259-60). But the marriage does prove, by the simple narrative expedient 

o f  allowing the judges’ decision to coincide with M elior’s own first preference for the 

resurrected Partonope,'®^ now unrecognisable as the erstwhile ‘lewed knaue’, though 

coerced consent to marry the man o f one’s choice might equally prove a canonical 

conundrum. M elior’s pretence o f  favouring the silver medallist in the tournament 

trials permits her the pleasing illusion o f being the coerced woman that she actually is, 

artfully adding another layer to the narrative confusion o f choice and consent.

For Melior and the Fere, as for common readers o f these romances, the political 

reality that cannot be ignored is marriage. The tournament strategy elected by the 

women is a classic example o f Valentin Groebner’s ‘paradox o f compulsory choice’:

The subject chooses the rules o f the game to which he or she is already subject. 
The field o f the implicit and explicit rules... is never completely closed, and not 
everything is predetermined. Instead, it contains a point o f  ‘proper’ behavior 
that one must not necessarily, but should be allowed to reach. Put another way, 
the rules... contain a choice, which is a metachoice: those who make the wrong 
choice forfeit the opportunity o f choice itself

Groebner is writing o f  the ambiguities o f gift exchange, but the unwritten rules apply 

even more forcefully to the political economy o f marriage. Had the heroines ‘chosen’

The happy coincidence o f  the arranged marriage occurs in several novels o f  post-Independence 
India; Ruth Prawer Jhabvala’s The Nature o f  Passion, for instance.

Valentin Groebner, Liquid Assets, Dangerous Gifts: Presents and Politics at the End o f  the Middle 
Ages, trans. Pamela E. Selwyn (Philadelphia: University o f  Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 13.
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a fool or a knave, they would have been overruled and have forfeited the so-called 

opportunity o f choice itself. Given that we do not live in Marcel M auss’s idealised 

non-profit-making society*®^ -  and neither did the medieval readers o f romance -  we 

readily accept that there is no such thing as a free gift, much more readily indeed than 

we concede the fiction o f voluntary marriage.

If the narrative endorsement o f marriage is politically motivated, for the non

noblewomen o f romance, as for the historical commons in late medieval England, 

their consent to marry is most often economically detennined. Caroline Barron’s 

‘golden age’ o f  medieval women appears, on closer inspection, to gild the lives only 

o f  the wives and widows o f  freemen, who stood to inherit their husband’s citizenship 

and many, though not all, o f their p r iv i le g e s .H e r  assertion that women’s ‘options 

and prospects differed only slightly from those o f the men who shared their level o f 

prosperity’ reduces to the truism that beggars o f  either sex cannot be choosers. 

Although the picture o f the lifestyle o f women in medieval London might well be 

‘quite a rosy one’ when reflected in the testaments o f affluent widows and the records 

o f  wives at work in ‘every kind o f trade and craft’, for single women Barron sees only 

the alternatives o f the convent or the brothel. She admits: ‘those who did not marry 

tended to be poor and most women seem to have sought security in marriage’.'*'**

W here an act o f 1363 restricted men to a single craft, fem m es soles were expressly 

permitted to remain multi-taskers in the victualling and textile t r a d e s . M a n y  such

Marcel Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions o f  Exchange in Archaic Societies, trans. Ian 
Cunnison (London: Cohen and West, 1970).

Their inheritance owes less to notions o f  gender equality than to the ‘guardianship o f  town and 
family interests’. Ivan Illich, Gender (London: Marion Boyars, 1983), 97.

Caroline M. Barron, ‘The “Golden Age” o f  Women in Medieval London’, Reading M edieval Studies 
15 (1989): 47.

Barron. ‘The “Golden Age’” , 46. Barron’s optimism is countered by Judith Bennett’s pessimistic 
interpretation o f  the data. In B ennett’s own summary, where Barron sees a glass ‘half full’ she sees the 
same glass ‘half empty’. ‘Medieval Women, Modem Women: Across the Great D ivide’, in Culture 
and History, ed. Aers, 163.

Lacey, ‘Women and Work’, 44.
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women provided the humble goods and services dismissed by Annie Abram as ‘trivial

and insignificant’,"^  but some followed more prestigious occupations. Yet far from

being the ‘medieval equivalent o f the Yellow Pages’,” ' as Goldberg somewhat

misleadingly maintains, they are generally located, like Margery Spuret in the

saddlery, performing the low paid and least regarded tasks: the perennial ‘Yellow

Pack’ workers. Nor was there much chance o f promotion; though single women might

be Jills o f all trades, they were masters o f none. A woman’s best and perhaps her only

opportunity for rising through the ranks was to marry the master. M argery’s disputed

espousal to the journeyman was attributed by a hostile w'itness to her mother’s

112machinations: she ‘strove for her advancement’. Matrimony offered a poor woman 

her sole access to those craft guilds that admitted female members. The male 

colleague who deputised for Margery during her month in the country could enjoy the

113prospect o f admission to the guild; but few women were formally apprenticed, and 

those who were tended to remain with their masters rather than venture out on their 

own. While training might be the making o f  craftsmen, female servants remained the 

eternal ‘girls’.” '* Maryanne Kowaleski and Judith Bennett point to the unsurprising 

absence from popular literature o f a female counterpart to the itinerant carousing 

journeym an.”  ̂There is no female Dick Whittington either: poor girls who found their

' E. g the ‘herb-wife’, huxter o f second-hand clothes and the ‘flaoner’. A. Abram, ‘Women Traders in 
Medieval London’, The Economic Journal 26 (1916); 276. According to a late thirteenth- or early 
fourteenth-century directory o f  urban ‘fast food’, flaoners sold cheesecakes and flans {opacos 
artocopos, fIaones) made from eggs, bread and cheese. Martha Carlin, ‘Fast Food and Urban Living 
Standards in Medieval England’, in Food and Eating in M edieval Europe, ed. Martha Carlin and Joel T. 
Rosenthal (London: Hambledon Press, 1998), 31.

Goldberg, ‘Female Labour’, 30.
Goldberg, Women in England, 105.
Her colleague deposed that Margery took a month’s leave o f  absence each year to go reaping, 

presumably to supplement her meagre income.
' Jo Ann McNamara, ‘Victims o f  Progress: Women and the Twelfth Century’, in Female Power in the 
M iddle Ages, ed. Glente and Winther-Jensen, 36.

Maryanne Kowaleski and Judith M. Bennett, ‘Craft Gilds and Women in the Middle Ages: Fifty 
Years after Marian K. Dale’, in Sisters and Workers in the M iddle Ages, ed. Judith M. Bennett, 
Elizabeth A. Clark et al. (Chicago and London: University o f  Chicago Press, 1989), 14. Perhaps the 
sole aspirant to the lifestyle is Josian, some o f  whose exploits might qualify as proto-picaresque.
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preferment in the metropolis, like Thomasine Percyvale who was ‘rescued’ from 

provincial obscurity, did so through cumulative marriages."^ Her pretty face made her 

fortune; the mayor’s acumen made his, or so the story goes.

If the majority could not afford to remain single, a substantial minority could not 

afford to wed. Distressed gentlefolk attracted royal largesse in romance; in The Three 

Kings ’ Sons, it was a sign of the French sovereigns’ good governance and ‘the laud & 

praise [that] therof sounded’ that ‘if  ther were any poure gentilwoman frendles / thei 

wold helpe to mary hir’ (1). Charitable bequests for the marriage of poor maidens may 

have been inspired by the legendary generosity of St Nicholas, but by the mid

fifteenth century such expressions o f sentimental philanthropy were increasingly 

favoured by the gentry. They appear often as the testator’s insurance policy against the 

pains of Purgatory and the perils of prostitution, to the mutual relief o f donor and 

recipient. In his Siirx’ey o j London Stow cites several such bequests by sheriffs and 

former mayors.”  ̂Male testators tended to leave the choice of beneficiaries to the 

‘dyspocion o f myn executours’,"* sometimes specifying the number and the sum each 

should receive -  £1 or £2 a head seems to have been the going rate -  although it is 

hard to account for the £26 that John Carre o f York bequeathed in 405 portions ‘to xv 

pore madyns well disposed to mariage’, as his executor or two of the girls must have 

found to their cost."^ A late fifteenth-century testator, Robert Benjamen, willed that 

twenty poor maidens within a four-mile radius of Lewes were to receive bedding to

Matthew Davies, ‘Dame Thomasine Percyvale, “The Maid ofW eek ” (d .l512 )’, 'm M edieval London 
Widows, ed. Barron and Sutton, 186.

Thus the testaments o f  sheriffs Philip Malpas (1440) and Richard Rawson (1477), and mayor Henry 
Keble (1511) included provisions for ‘poor maids’ marriages’. Stow, Survey, 100, 101, 102. Malpas and 
Keble each set aside 100 marks; Rawson £340 for the purpose.

E.g. the wills o f  Thos. Walwyn o f  Herefordshire, 1415, John Toker, London Vintner, 1428, John 
Plot alias Rouwenhole, London maltman, 1408. Fifty Earliest English Wills in the Court o f  Probate, ed. 
F. J. Fumivall, EETS o.s. 78 (London, 1882; reprint, 1964), 23, 79, 15.
' P. H. Cullum, ‘“And Hir Name was Charite”: Charitable Giving by and for Women in Late 
Medieval Yorkshire’, in Women in M edieval English Society, ed. Goldberg, 199.
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120the value o f  6 5  for their trousseau. Support for m aidens’ marriages was rarely 

disinterested; in 1430, Richard Som ery left 40^ to one fem ale apprentice and 100s to

1 “y 1

the other ‘for her m arriage’. G iven the profits the London mercer had m ade from  

single w om en ’s labour, h is m otives might w ell be considered mercenary.

For w om en testators charity remained close to hom e; like Katherine Peverel, in 

1375, w ho left a hundred marks for the marriage o f  her maid Katherine D epham ,'“  ̂

they were inclined to favour household retainers and personal acquaintances with gifts 

som etim es subject to good  behaviour. Thus, the 1401 w ill o f  Emma Preston, a York 

merchant’s w idow , stipulates:

A lso 1 leave to A lice  Stede i f  she w ill stay and remain an honest virgin and o f  
good repute until she shall have a husband, that then she shall have five marks 
to her marriage, but in the event that ignorantly or h eed lessly  she shall com m it 
fornication or adultery, that she shall have on ly  tw o marks and 65

There is no indication whether A lice  was required to undergo interrogation or medical 

exam ination in order to claim  her entitlement. Others were more open-handed in their 

provision: in 1422, Lady Peryne C lanvow e bequeathed ‘to lane m yn nece, to her 

mariage, or when sche is o f  age, xx  li’, the sam e sum as Juetta de Burton left, in 1395, 

to a certain Isabella ‘for her marriage, or what she wants, provided it is honest’.

W e do not know  what Isabella wanted, or whether the city fathers o f  York would  

have considered liv in g  alone -  i f  a room o f  her ow n w as what she wanted -  an honest 

desire, but her small fortune provided an option unavailable to m any an heiress o f

Mate, Daughters, Wives and Widows, 28.
Marjorie K. McIntosh, Working Women in English Society, 1300-1620  (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2005), 134. In the course o f the fifteenth century London mercers collectively  
bequeathed £1,650 for maidens’ marriages. Hanawalt, Wealth o f  Wives, 61.

Ward, trans. and ed., Women o f  the English Nobility and Gentry, 225. Sarah, an ostensibly less 
favoured or less nubile maid received one mark, and an unnamed laundress only half a mark. 

Goldberg, Women in England, 126.
Fifty Earliest English Wills, 50; Cullum, ‘And Hir Name was Charite’, 198.
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more substantial means. Poverty threatens the powerless as much as the penniless; 

it is often a matter o f perception and disappointed expectations. The poor little rich 

girl oppressed by the impossibility, as a single woman, o f  maintaining the lifestyle to 

which she has been accustomed; the vidua et paupercula who features so frequently in 

court depositions; each is manifestly far better endowed than the woman who, for 

want o f wealth, could not marry when she would. In romance, the widow is always a 

gentlewoman, usually with invisible means o f  support; even the poor widow who 

takes in the destitute ‘Dissawar’ can afford to put him to school with her son.'^^ Like 

the vidua that Martha Carlin encounters in poll tax returns, the generic widow is she

127who has no need to work.

Of the women in romance who are obliged to work, normally as ladies-in-waiting,

128the only largesse ever bestowed is their marriage portion. The sole transmissions o f  

land and property to a woman are on her wedding, apparently as jointure. No 

marriage, no lond, golde or fe. It is thus a relief to find among historical records the 

generous provision that the London testator John Rayner made for his illegitimate 

daughter, bequeathing 110 marks and various items o f silver to ensure a prenuptial

In his thesis of the ‘modernization’ o f poverty Illich asserts that the poor in the Middle Ages were 
opposed not to the rich but to the powerful. Gender, 62, n. 47.

‘And daily you and he together / May go to school and learn each other’. Roswall and Lillian, 11. 
277-78. When the hero has reclaimed both his patrimony and his proper name he rewards his surrogate 
mother with ‘gold that lasted all her life’. Given that she was already a ‘silly and aged wife’ when she 
took him in, Roswall’s largesse was obviously limited. He presents her son with a bishopric, the 
schoolmaster with a chaplaincy. By contrast, the impecunious Nottingham housewife Christina de 
Fissheacre, accused of theft in 1359, attempted to make good by ‘boarding scholars at the table’ for 6d. 
per week. Cited by Marjorie K. McIntosh, Working Women in English Society, 61.

Martha Carlin, Medieval Southwark (London: Hambledon, 1996), 176.
Thus, for the services she has rendered beyond the course of duty, Degrevant rewards M elidor’s 

maid with his squire and, as she reports to her mistress, ‘he hath gyf us by band / An hundred pownd 
worth of land’ {Degrevant, 11. 973-74); Imayne, however, is given in marriage to Ipomadon’s master 
‘wyth landys that was long and brode’ and a title {Ipomadon, 1. 8808); and to the lavender whom he 
married to his herald, Generides granted ‘A fayre lordshippe onto them bothe in fere, / The whiche was 
wurth an C li be yere’ (Generydes, 11. 6972-72). And for Alisaundrine, whose appointed husband had 
no lands o f his own, ‘{jer were tit 3 if hem to treuli fele townes, / comli castelles and coujj, and countres 
wide’ {William ofPalerne, 11. 5052-53).
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apprenticeship.'^^ But if  marriage was a foregone conclusion, the portion was not.

John Shirley’s bequest, in 1485, o f  100 marks to each o f  his four daughters was 

payable only if, like Alice Stede, they remained ‘virtuous’ but also did not contract ‘to 

suche persones as shalbe to them disparyssement’.'^° Much more remarkable is the 

arrangement that Thomas West, 8th Lord de la Warr, made in 1504 for his eldest 

daughter. Elizabeth was left a dowry o f  800 marks, ‘or if  she be not disposed to marry, 

eight yearly payments o f  100 m [arks]’.'^' And in 1535, George Neville, third Baron 

Bergavenny instructed his executors to make discretionary payments to his daughters 

Ursula, Margaret, and Dorothy ‘if  any o f them intend to live and not to marry’. 

Perhaps it is not surprising that a man who named his daughters for three virgin 

martyrs should entertain the possibility that a maiden might not have marital 

intentions. Whether these testators anticipated their daughters’ aversion to marriage, 

or whether the daughters were enabled to live as single women because their 

maintenance was assured, we can only c o n j e c t u r e . N o r  do we know whether the 

London widow Margery Broughton’s bequest in 1487 o f all her city and suburban 

goods and chattels ‘to Margaret, her daughter, “senglewoman” and Robert Jakys 

“yoman”, their executors and assigns’, facilitated a marriage or a misalliance.'^'* O f all

Hanawalt, Wealth o f  Wives, 26.
Acheson, A Gentry Community, 165.
CCR Henry VII, vol. 2, no. 524. West did not extend the same generosity to her sisters Dorothy and 

Jane and half-sister Anne. If any were to ‘marye them sealf aftur ther owne mynde pleasure’, her 
marriage portion o f 500 marks was to be divided among her sensible sisters ‘that wilbe rulede and 
govem yd’ by his second wife Eleanor and son Thomas. In his epitaph for West, Henry Machyn labelled 
him ‘the best howsse-keper in Sussex’. Michael Riordan, ‘West, Thomas, eighth Baron West and ninth 
Baron de la Warr (1472-1554)’, in Oxford Dictionary o f  National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and 
Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); online edition, ed. Lawrence Goldman, 
January 2008, http;//www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/29099 (accessed March 18, 2008).

Cited by Harris. English Aristocratic Women, 89.
The penultimate will o f  the four-times married George Bergavenny alludes to a ‘series o f  projected 

marriages for his daughters’, implying that the changes in his last will -  the author mentions only the 
entailment o f  his estates -  were made in response to the recently enacted Statutes o f  Uses. Male entail 
may have accommodated female singleness. Alasdair Hawkyard, ‘Neville, George, third Baron 
Bergavenny (c. 1469-1535), in Oxford DNB, ed. Matthew and Harrison; online edition, ed. Goldman, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/19935 (accessed January 9, 2008).

CCR Henry VII, vol. 1, no. 609.
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social groups, Bernard Capp has written, single women are the social group ‘least 

visible to historians’;'^^ we might also say least regarded. Spinsters might leave marks 

in wills, but they make no impression on prosopography. Barbara Harris finds no 

instance o f a never-married aristocratic Englishwoman in the late medieval and early 

Tudor period who accumulated substantial power and property or who occupied a 

central position in her extended family. The accomplishments o f maiden aunts are not 

celebrated in history any more than in romance; single women do not even possess a 

stepmother’s legendary capacity for malevolence. Harris concludes:

However much they were valued and loved as individuals, therefore, they did 
not occupy an essential place in the overall pattern o f aristocratic life. This 
marginality meant that they fiinctioned as living illustrations to the younger 
women around them of the necessity o f marrying to achieve the fullest roles

136open to women of their class.

If single women of all estates were unable to see the evidence for themselves, they 

could read it in the cautionary tales o f romance; politically, economically and socially, 

the message was unequivocal: marry or remain in lifelong service, the fate o f all 

ancillary women.

Pearsall’s premise that the fifteenth century was ‘the great age o f fourteenth- 

century romance’, notable for its conservation o f old romances and careful revisions 

for a new reading public, is not untrue. But it was also a forward-looking era, 

anticipating many o f the radical social reforms o f the sixteenth century, including the 

obstinate wills. Although I have argued that the late medieval romances presented 

single women with the paradox of compulsory choice of marriage, I do not believe 

that the message was directed only at women; that it takes two to make a marriage is 

self-evident. Nor do 1 consider that women formed a cohesive unit: there are all sorts

Capp, When Gossips Meet, 333.
B. J. Harris, English Aristocratic Women, 98.
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and conditions o f women, the majority o f whom probably approved o f matrimony in 

principle. The tendency o f  literary historians to posit different target audiences for 

variant texts seems to me fallacious: it assumes the strict social or intellectual 

stratification o f  audiences; that public and private reading habits are disjunctive; that 

an audience, even a household, is homogeneous; that individual tastes are consistent; 

that book-buyers and borrowers select their manuscripts by the same criteria that 

scholars or librarians adopt. It also assumes the divergence o f male and female tastes.

The Middle English versions o f Partonopeu, and especially o f Ipomedon, are 

frequently adduced in support o f all the above assumptions. As illustrated in Chapter 

5, in keeping with the tendency to derogate popular romance, English translations are 

characterised as bourgeois, and hence inferior, copies o f  courtly texts. Ipomadon is the 

exception that proves the rule; often complimented on its successful attainment o f 

literary democracy, the revision has the capacity to appeal to all sections and both 

sexes o f the reading republic without committing any o f  the usual /a«x pas}^'' This 

apparently reduces to putting courtly manners on gentlemen. There are o f  course 

many mansions in the royal court, no less than in the paterfamilias’s household, and it 

is quite wrong to deny a catholicity o f taste to either estate. Rosalind Field judiciously 

reminds her readers that the principal meaning o f  ‘courtly’ is not courteous but 

pertaining to the court: ‘it is a popular naivete [szc] not supported by court writers that 

the medieval court was necessarily a place o f courtesy’; and she describes H ue’s 

Ipomedon as providing a ‘leisurely, detached, urbane comment on the roman

The reading republic includes listeners. In this respect I accept Joyce Coleman’s thesis o f  ‘aurality’ 
in Public Reading and the Reading Public in Late M edieval England and France (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996). In a sustained attack on the ‘Great D ivide’, the belief in the mutual 
exclusion o f  orality and literacy -  that never the twain shall meet -  Coleman proposes this third way o f  
reception. She devotes much o f  her study to the pleasure derived from aural reading. Rather like Oscar 
W ilde’s gentleman accordion-player, Coleman’s medieval gentleman is he who can read but doesn’t; he 
prefers to listen to a reading o f  the text for recreation and relaxation.
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courtois’.'^* Among the ‘urbane comment’ deleted in Ipomadon are the narrator’s 

‘cynical asides, personal opinions and downright gossip o f the original’, and most of

139the references to women’s wiles. And among the obscenities lost in translation is 

the infamous effictio of the heroine’s attractions that leaves nothing to the 

imagination, least of all her genitalia. If, as is often supposed, risque remarks are 

wasted on the vulgar, it might surprise detractors of English romance to discover that 

the offending passages are also excised from some manuscripts of Hue’s text.''*®

There may be no evidence of female patronage of Ipomedon, but this does not 

justify Roberta Krueger’s inference that noblewomen would undoubtedly disown such 

a text.''*' Whether or not ladies would gently glow with indignation at the scatological 

humour of the source, Sanchez-Marti reads the revisions in Ipomadon as proof of the 

Middle English poet’s wooing o f all women: his ‘determined attack upon, and virtual 

erasure of. Hue’s antifeminism represents an encouragement to embrace a female

142audience that Hue had marginalized’. Antifeminism, however, involves more than a 

repertoire of rude jokes about women’s pride and pudenda', it constitutes a denial of 

women’s political and economic rights. In this respect, none o f the ME versions of 

Ipomedon and Partonopeu, or any of the legal or literary texts I have discussed, offers 

much encouragement to the single women in the audience it embraces to exercise their

Field, ‘Ipomedon to Ipomadon', 140, 136 (my italics in citation).
Field, ‘Ipomedon to Ipomadon', 138. The ‘cynical asides’ in the French text are sometimes seen as 

wilful diversions. Penny Eley remarks, with surreal if  unintentional humour, on Hue’s ‘sustained 
marshalling o f  red herrings’ throughout the narrative. ‘The Subversion o f  Meaning in Hue de 
Rotelande’s Ipomedon', Reading M edieval Studies 26 (2000): 98.

E.g. TCD MS 523, in which the scribe has erased several pasages; notably the notorious effictio, 
‘K ’en dites vus de cel desuz / Ke nus apelum le cunet? / Je quit qe asez flit petitet’ (11. 2268-70); the 
bedroom assaults, ‘Amur ne quert fors sun delit, / Mult valt le juster enz el lit’ (11. 4313-14) and ‘Meuz 
vaut assez juster aillurs / Ke teus coups suffrir en esturs (11. 4989-90). Although the scribe has not 
found it necessary to censor the jocular references to ‘herites’, we can only speculate how he would 
have handled the terminal ‘seal’ passage, as the last 2880 lines o f  the text are missing from the MS.

Roberta L. Krueger, ‘Misogyny, Manipulation, and the Female Reader in Hue de Rotelande’s 
Ipomedon', in Courtly Literature, ed. Busby and Kooper, 396. Some scholars have entertained the 
possibility o f  female ownership o f  Ipomadon on the basis o f  the inscription o f  the name ‘Elysabet’, in 
wobbly handwriting -  so it must be a woman’s! -  on fol. 334b o f  the Chetham MS. See Rhiannon 
Purdie’s introduction to Ipomadon, xx.

Sanchez-Marti ‘Reconstructing the Audiences’, 165.
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civil and canonical right to marry or not to marry as they please. Like any courteous 

gentleman, they hold open the door for women but close it before they leave home. 

The alleged ‘social inclusiveness’ o f Ipomadon to which Sanchez-Marti alludes -  

‘Barons and burges were full woo, / Wyffys, weddows and maydons also / Wept as 

they were woo[de]’ (8180- 82) -  suggests that the perceived unanimity within the text 

has been projected onto the audience. If gentlewomen were alienated by Hue’s text, or 

‘marginalized’ as Sanchez-Marti maintains, in the new democratic republic of popular 

romance with its wholesome family values, and in the plethora of medieval and 

modem companion texts, majority rule ensures the resounding defeat of the dissenting 

minority of misogamous women.
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Conclusion

This discursive history o f female misogamy has followed the fortunes o f the single 

woman from patristic praise through pulpit equivocation to strident denunciation by 

poets and administrators in late medieval England. By the early sixteenth century 

determinedly single women could no longer be assured o f immunity even from the 

aspersions o f clerics for whom celibacy had become almost exclusively a masculine 

privilege. If the religious were concerned principally with everyman’s relationship 

with the Lord, the secular authorities were exercised more by women’s relations -  

desired or undesired -  with their fellow men. From municipal ordinances it would 

seem that charity no longer came next to godliness: the Second Commandment took 

precedence over the First. Maius horum aliud mandatum non est (Mark 12:29), ‘there 

is no other commandment greater than these’, but in matters o f good governance the 

subsidiary social bonds displaced spiritual relations. Though the militant virgin’s 

resistance to Roman rule merited the martyr’s crown, the intractable woman o f 

medieval narratives, both fictional and factual, provoked formal warnings against 

uncivil and undesirable behaviour.

The penalisation o f unmarried women began, as with all despised minorities, with 

denomination and vilification. Where the virgin martyrs emerge in hagiography as 

formidable adversaries, single women in late medieval society are perceived at best as 

giddy, at worst ungovemed and even ungovernable, increasingly in need o f  care and 

control. Those who fail to reform are condemned not to the executioner’s block but to 

the cucking-stool, a bathetic fall from the sublime to the ridiculous and shameful. 

Cucking-stools, o f course, were the fate o f ‘poor frendles’ scolds and harlots who 

faced public humiliation and expulsion from the environs; the misogamous women o f 

romance, in keeping with their exalted status, are exposed merely to the court’s
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derision. Shame remains a more powerftil instrument o f control than guilt. The stolen 

kiss, the abject misery o f lovesickness, the falling for a fool: whatever its outward 

expression, courtly censure, ‘as befits a society o f manners, always takes the form o f 

ridicule’.' ‘They that woll not when {)ey maye, / They shall not when j^ey wolde!’

The prospect o f dismissal from civil society, as charted by Jiitte, or the redundancy 

o f unmarried women in romance did not eradicate female desire for self- 

determination. Singleness may have been reconfigured as an unfialfilled existence, but 

for the woman who would not marry it remained an unrealised possibility. Rejecting 

the postmodern preference for marginalisation or irrevocable exclusion, signally 

ICristeva’s ‘exorbitant outside’, Paul Strohm prefers the psycho-social model o f 

repression permitting the possibility o f retrieval. When conjugality becomes 

normative, the desire not to marry is thus repressed. Singleness had never been 

prescriptive: it was an extraordinary choice only for the elect whose ardent desire for 

sexual gratification, if  indeed they had any, was sublimated in marriage to Christ. For 

women o f lesser merit in the late Middle Ages -  Jerom e’s third estate o f  thirty 

percenters -  the matrimonial alternative became the ultimate paradox o f  compulsory 

choice. It is perhaps a prototypical example o f M arcuse’s egregious ‘repressive 

desublimation’, whereby the licensing o f pleasure efficiently generates submission.^ 

Marriage moreover implies motherhood: the apotheosis o f the feminine. Even 

feminist historians have no immunity from the seductive appeal o f  the nurturing 

instinct. We encounter it everywhere, from hagiography to ecriture feminine', Alcuin 

Blamires traces it from Chrysostom to Christine de Pizan; Kathleen Biddick detects in 

the influential work o f Caroline Walker Bynum the inscription o f the ‘historical

' Sm&nCr&nt, Insular Romance, 164.
 ̂ Strohm, ‘Cultural Frictions’; Julia Kristeva, Powers o f  H orror (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1982), 1.
Herbert Marcuse, One Dimensional Man (London: Sphere Books, 1968), 71.
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fantasy o f the feminine as matem al’.'* It is the acme o f essentiahsm: ‘even within 

medieval Christendom,’ Biddick objects, ‘not all women could be reduced to the 

matemal function’.̂  Though Barbara and Ursula, like many female religious, may 

have regarded themselves as brides o f Christ, there is no evidence in medieval 

hagiography o f their self-representation as mothers.^ But this is precisely how they 

have been interpreted in some o f the more recent effusions o f ovarian or sentimental 

feminism. The metamorphosis o f virgin martyrs into earth mothers may have been 

inspired by late medieval iconography o f the Holy Family, with images o f Anne 

diligently teaching her daughter to read; o f Mary as Virgo lactans; o f the Mater Dei as 

the mother o f all saints. Barbara takes a leaf out o f the devotional M ary’s book; Ursula 

assumes the mantle o f  the Mater misericordiae. After the legendary beheadings by 

pagan oppressors, and representational defacement and defilement by Henrician 

suppressors, Barbara is reconstructed as the archetypal ‘whole wom an’; Ursula 

reconfigured as the matron saint o f schoolgirls, albeit more o f a Girl Guides’ 

Commissioner than a Pied Piper o f Rome via Cologne.^ Whatever impels a saint or 

calumniated queen to take to her tower or put to sea, it is neither her wandering womb 

nor her turbulent amniotic fluid. Though the heroines o f  romance are far less likely 

than historical women to die in childbirth -  the only confirmed case is that o f the 

Breton King’s wife who ‘in travailing here lif she les’ {Degare, 25) -  they show no 

characteristically matemal instincts. If the aggrieved Clarionas is capable o f  hurling a

* Blamires, Case for Women, 91; Kathleen Biddick, ‘Genders, Bodies, Borders: Technologies o f  the 
V isible’, Speculum 68 (1993): 416. Biddick offers a pungent critique o f  Bynum’s Holy Feast.
 ̂Biddick, ‘Genders, Bodies, Borders’, 408.

* If Margery Kempe, who appears to have suffered what we might label postnatal depression, was 
happy to cuddle Christ as man-child, it may be that she found it a more rewarding experience than 
rearing her own family o f  fourteen.
’ This is doubtless due to a misunderstanding o f  the iconographic convention: the belief that if  the 
figures sheltering beneath her cloak (presumably excluding the pope and archbishop) appear half her 
height they must be half her age. It may also constitute the classic confijsion o f  description and 
inference as outlined by M. L. J. Abercrombie, The Anatomy o f  Judgement (Hamiondsworth: Penguin 
Books, 1969), 102.
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pet dog at the messenger because the poor mutt reminds her of her allegedly 

delinquent lover, what would she do with a child that she ‘may knowe was his’?̂  

With the reformation of obstinate wills, the viragos of hagiography have been 

rehabilitated as model housewives and mothers, just like historical women. Foucault 

claims that the ‘great confinement’ o f the neo-classical age ‘reduce[d] to silence the 

madness whose voices the Renaissance had just liberated, but whose violence it had 

already tamed’.̂  Whether the Renaissance emancipated women from the institutional 

constraint of matrimony remains open to question; Joan Kelly observes a pan- 

European denial of female liberty:

The bourgeois writings on education, domestic life, and society... sharply 
distinguish an inferior domestic realm o f women from the superior public 
realm o f men, achieving a veritable ‘renaissance’ of the outlook and practices 
o f classical Athens, with its domestic imprisonment o f citizen wives. ^

Literary sources suggest that the domestication of women perfected in fifteenth- 

century romance was already underway in the age of the troubadours. In contrasting 

the lyrics o f the mal mariee in early medieval manuscripts with later revisions, Ria 

Lemaire perceives a significant spatial dichotomy: the mismatched wife of the earlier 

versions goes out into the natural world to meet her lover. When the songs are revised 

for male performance, the chastened heroine stays miserably indoors, in the manmade 

environment, awaiting rescue. The new narrative presents women as ‘passive, waiting 

and dependent objects, locked up in areas surrounded by hedges or walls’, while men

* ‘“As for the dog,” quod she, “here it ys, / 1 will noo lenger kepe it sekerly, / Nor no thing that I may 
knowe was his.” / To hym she threw the dog full hastely’ (Generydes, 11. 5372-75).

Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A H istory o f  Insanity in the A ge o f  Reason, trans. Richard 
Howard (London: Routledge, 1989), 35.

Joan Kelly, ‘Did Women Have a Renaissance?’ in Feminism and Renaissance Studies, ed. Loma 
Hutson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 23. Kelly detects the baleful influence o f  Xenophon’s 
Oeconomicus on the third book o f  Leon Battista Alberti’s Della Famiglia  (1435).

380



are portrayed as ‘active and indulgent, or wise and protecting subjects’."  We have

seen a similar progression -  or perhaps regression -  in the Middle English romances:

where Josian went in pursuit o f her lover, later heroines are disabled by love,

committed to domestic asylum while the mission devolves to an intermediary, the

1 ^Fere’s maid and M elior’s sister. “ Repulsed by a river in spate, Vienne accepts house 

arrest with her lady-in-waiting. Melidor has repressed if  not lost the desire ever to 

leave the comfort o f the gilded mansion provided by her indulgent father and 

maintained by her loving husband.

It is not the fact o f confinement that is new, but its celebration. The domestication 

o f  women in romance coincided with the late medieval cult o f Zita (1218-72), the 

holy housekeeper o f Lucca, who remained in lifelong service to the household she had 

entered at the age o f twelve. She was, in D. W. Robertson’s sense, ‘married’ not to the 

husband, but to the house. Her humility and devotion to duty eventually won the 

respect o f  her employer and, in her iconography, the symbol o f domestic 

responsibility: a bunch o f  keys. While a woman may not be trusted with the master 

key to Heaven, she is permitted to unlock the pantry and the presses.’  ̂ Harassed 

housewives and servants who ignored the Good W ife’s advice to ‘take }5e keies in-to 

j?i warde, loke Ĵ ei ben not forgete’,''* could appeal for Zita’s help in finding lost 

property -  the householder’s, o f  course, since they owned none themselves. The saint 

also offered safe conduct across swollen rivers, an efficacy ignored by Vienne. 

Lollards reserved more scepticism for the holy woman’s power o f  divination than for

" Ria Lemaire, ‘The Semiotics o f  Private and Public Matrimonial Systems and their Discourse’, in 
Female P ower in the M iddle Ages: Proceedings from  the Second St Gertrud Symposium, Copenhagen, 
August 1986', ed. Karen Glente and Lise Winther-Jensen (Copenhagen: C. A. Reitzel, 1989), 97.

The ideology o f  love is as effective as militarism in separating the spheres o f  men and women. Penny 
Schine Gold, The Lady and the Virgin: Image, Attitude, and Experience in Twelfth-Century’ France 
(Chicago and London; University o f  Chicago Press, 1985), chapter 1.

On Norfolk rood screens, Sitha also carries a bag -  more like a shopping basket than James’s scrip.
How the Good WijfTau3te HirDou3tir, 1. 133, in Early English M eals and Manners, ed. Fumivall.
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human credulity -  ‘and a wife lose a keye o f valew of f)re pens, anon she will hete to

seke seynt Sithe’-  but for her devotees Zita represented the new wave of female

candidates for canonisation in the late Middle Ages. They were

wives, daughters, servants. All were dependent upon some man for status, 
household and security. Yet they were all household managers and controllers 
of food and the other products of the household.... These women, though 
themselves dependent, had in their hands a source of power. As managers of 
the domestic goods they chose how those goods were distributed.'^

Though Patricia Cullum may be exaggerating Zita’s ability to dispose of the

household assets -  she was after all the Fatinellis’ housekeeper not their bookkeeper -

the domestic was undoubtedly well placed for promotion to sanctity. Her dependency

was the paradoxical source of her potency as a model of female conduct, not only for

lowly servants but also for the wives of the gentry, and especially the daughters

destined for lifecycle service in another household. Congenital serfs, according to

Trevisa’s Bartholomaeus Anglicus, are characteristically truculent: ‘hit is a proprete of

bond seruynge wommen... to grucche and to ben rebel and vnbuxom to here lordis and

ladies. So sei|) Rabanus’;'^ voluntarism, in contrast, offers service with a complaisant

smile. But Goldberg’s analogy o f matrimony to voluntary service ignores the

obtrusive difference that the marriage contract is not subject to expiry or annual

18renewal, nor can it be renegotiated. Having once consented to marry, the wife must 

live happily or unhappily ever after with the husband she did not choose.

BL MS Addit. 24202. Cited by Thorlac Turville-Petre, ‘A Middle English Life o f  St Zita’, 
Nottingham M edieval Studies 35 (1991): 105. Michael Goodich adverts to the saint’s embodiment o f  
the mendicant virtues o f  humility, poverty and charity. ‘Ancilla Dei: The Servant as Saint in the Late 
Middle A ges’, in Lives and M iracles o f  the Saints: Studies in M edieval Latin H agiography (Aldershot: 
Ashgate Variorum 2004), no. XI, 136. In this respect, Lollard antipathy is hardly surprising.

P. H. Cullum, ‘Gendering Charity in Medieval Hagiography’, in Gender and Holiness, ed. Riches 
and Salih, 144. The serving-maid’s legend seems to have absorbed some o f  the largesse attributed to the 
aristocratic Elizabeth o f  Hungary.

On the Property o f  Things, Book 6, chapter 11, 305.
P. J. P. Goldberg, ‘What Was a Servant?’ in Concepts and Patterns o f  Service in the Later Middle 

Ages, ed. Anne Curry and Elizabeth Mathew (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2000), 9 -10 . The fact is not 
ignored in misogamous literature such as Dunbar’s Tretis o f  the Tua M ariit Wemen and the Wedo: 
‘Birdis hes ane better law na bemis be meikill, / That ilk 3eir with new ioy ioyis ane maik / And fangis
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While Zita may have remained true to her humble origins in Italy, continuing to 

serve her Lord and masters in keeping the unruly popolo minuto in its place, the 

appearance of the anglicised Sitha not only on rood screens but also in several 

prestigious Books of Hours implies her preferment. It has been suggested that the 

Bolton Hours, more picture book than primer, illustrates How the Good Wijf Tau3te 

Hyr Dou3tir}^ Yet when we examine the maternal advice to a dutifiil daughter we 

find an abundance of wifely decorum but no Pauline pronouncements, either counsel 

or commandment, on her choice to marry. The young woman is told merely to make 

herself acceptable, desirable, eligible, biddable. While the maiden may have been 

humiliated in the fourth-century Milan marriage market -  ‘if  she choose [her husband] 

it is an offence, if  not it is an insult’, at least she had the Bishop on her side.^° Late 

medieval courtesy texts, however, even those addressed to wives and daughters,

7  1inscribe the exercise of choice as a male prerogative. The Good Wife counsels her 

daughter to receive any offer o f marriage courteously, to refer it to her ‘frendes’, and 

to love, honour and obey the man who has chosen her. Her consent is presumed; ‘That 

man l?at schal ĵ e wedde bifor god wi|) a ryng, / Loue J50u him & honoure moost of 

erjDelil t>ing’ (39-40). In stark contrast, the Wise Man impresses on his son the 

importance of choosing prudently, for love not money. Contemporary readers may 

have considered an ill-endowed wife the most imprudent choice o f all, but the 

sagacious father insists that she will prove the most serviceable:

thame ane fresche feyr, vnful3eit and constant’. The Poems o f  William Dunbar, ed. Priscilla Bawcutt, 2 
vols. (Glasgow: Association for Scottish Literary Studies, 1998), 11. 60-62.

On the basis o f internal and external evidence Patricia Cullum and Jeremy Goldberg surmise that the 
Bolton Hours (York Minster Library MS Add. 2) was a gift inter vivas from mother to daughter. ‘How  
Margaret Blackburn Taught her Daughters: Reading Devotional Instruction in a Book o f  Hours’, in 
M edieval Women: Texts and Contexts in Late M edieval Britain. Essays fo r  Felicity Riddy, ed. Jocelyn 
Wogan-Browne, Rosalynn Voaden et al. (Tumhout: Brepols, 2000), 217-36.

Ambrose, D e virginibus 1.10.56, 372.
■' See C axton’s Book o f  the Knight o f  the Tower, 16-17. ‘Despite the theory o f  mutuality and constant 
references to freedom o f  choice by both partners, all the advice on what qualities to look for in a 
marriage partner is aimed at men’. Kathleen M. Davies, ‘The Sacred Condition o f  Equality: How  
Original Were Puritan Doctrines o f  Marriage?’ Social History 2 (1977): 563-80.
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|)ou3 sche be poore, take J)ou noon hede, 
And sche wol do {)ee more good semice 
|)an a riccher, whanne |)ou hast neede.^^

In late medieval England, the social and economic disabilities of single women were 

reinforced by a culturally conditioned anxiety: the fear o f not being chosen, of being 

left ‘on the shelf; o f desolation and desiccation as an ‘old maid’, muffled and silenced 

like the Gawam-Poet’s malevolent Morgan le Fay. Where virgin martyrs risked being 

thrown to the lions, the proverbial fate o f old maids in the new order was to lead apes

9 1

in hell. If marriage did not assure her prosperity -  there was after all no companion- 

piece to the adage, ‘To thrive one must wive’̂ '̂  -  singleness threatened her ruin. While 

spinsters shrivel with age and embitterment, old men grow in wisdom, stature and 

sententiousness. The decision o f the misogamous elderly duke -  that ‘verily he wold 

neuer be maried / nor in his youthe entendid no mariage’ {Three K ings' Sons, 197-98) 

-  is respected; there is no simian sentence to bum for thinking better than to marry. In 

his oft-cited call to cultivate proper respect for the alterity o f the world opened up by 

medieval texts Jauss proposed the ‘reconstruction of the horizon of expectation’ of the

25original audience. Though the assumption o f a homogeneous audience is 

tendentious, for many members o f the reading and listening public the text 

undoubtedly conjured the appalling spectacle of spinsterhood. Understanding their 

fears and prejudices does not commit us to sharing them.

How the Wise Man Tau3t His Sonne, 11. 77-80 , in Early English M eals and Manners, ed. Fumivall.
The ‘leading apes’ dictum first appears in print in a Book o f  Fortune (c.l560): ‘A mickle truth it is I 

tell / Hereafter thou’st lead Apes in Hell: / For she that will not when she may, / When she will, she 
shall have nay.’ Cited by Charlotte C. Stopes, Shakespeare's Industry (London: G. Bell, 1916), chap.
11, ‘Captain C ox’s “Booke o f  Fortune’” , 190. A later verse -  traditionally ignored -  offers the salutary 
reminder: ‘For apes that maids in hell do lead / Are men that dye and never wed’ (195). There is, 
however, no reference to the age o f  the maids before the seventeenth century. Gwendolyn B. Needham, 
‘New Light on Maids “Leading Ape in Hell’” , Journal o f  American Folklore 75 (1962): 106.

Cited by Christine Peters, ‘Single Women in Early Modem England; Attitudes and Expectations’, 
Continuity and Change 12 (1997): 326.

Jauss, ‘Alterity and Modernity’, 182.
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Appendix: Select list of the women of Middle English romance

Woman Romance Role

Alisaundrine William ofPalerne Melior’s maid
Beatrice Helyas Knight o f  the queen and wife of King Oriens of

Swanne Lyon
Beatrix Blanchardyn and Eglantine daughter o f Alymodes, Saracen 

King
Belisaunt Amis and Amiloun daughter o f duke and exemplary 

wife o f Amis
Beulybon Erie o f  Toulous Emperor’s wife and widow
Bewtris Chevelere Assigne queen and wife of Oriens
Blancheflour Floris and Blancheflour foster sister of hero
Cador Clariodus daughter o f King o f Galicia
Cassodorien Richard Coer de Lion ‘fairy’ mother of Richard
Clarice Guy o f  Warwick daughter of Emperor of 

Constantinople
Clarionas Generydes / Generides daughter of Sultan of Perse
Cristabelle Sir Eglamour o f  Artois daughter of Earl of Artois
Dame Clarys Sir Cleges good wife of Cleges
Dame Ragnell The Wedding o f  Sir Gawain ‘hag’ wife
daughter Sir Degare daughter of Breton King
daughter King o f  Tars daughter of Christian King of 

Tars and wife of Sultan
daughter Sir Gowther dumb daughter o f Emperor
Desonelle Torrent o f  Portyngale daughter of King o f Portugal
Donas Clariodus sister o f King of Spain
Duchess Sir Gowther mother o f Gowther
Eglantine Blanchardyn and Eglantine Dalmatian heiress; ‘lorguylleuse 

damours’
Emare Emare daughter o f Emperor Artyus
Ermyne Romans o f  Partenay daughter o f King of Cyprus
Felice Guy o f  Warwick daughter o f Earl of Warwick
the Fere / the Feers Ipomadon /  Ipomedon daughter o f Duke o f Calabria
la Fiere Ipomedon daughter of Duke of Calabria
Florence Le Bone Florence o f  Rome daughter of Emperor of Rome
Florence Northern & Southern daughter of King of France and

Octavian wife o f Emperor Octavian
Florence William o f  Palerne sister of hero
Floripas The Sowdone o f  Babylone Sultan’s daughter
Floripas Firumbras Sultan’s daughter
le Freine Lay le Freine twin daughter o f knight
Galazye Valentine and Orson daughter o f Brandiffer, King of 

India
Goldborw Havelok the Dane orphaned princess and ward
Helen Sir Tryamour daughter o f King of Hungary
Heurodis Sir Orfeo queen and wife o f Orfeo
lolante The Three Kings ’ Sons daughter o f King of Sicily
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Ismayne Ipomadon the Fere’s maid
Ismene Ipomedon la Fiere’s maid
Josian Beues o f  Hamtoun daughter o f King o f Armenia
the lavender Generydes / Generides Clarionas’s confidante
Lillian Roswall and Lillian daughter o f King o f Bealm
Lillias The History o f  Sir Eger widowed daughter of Earl Gorius
Loosepaine Eger and Grime widowed daughter o f Earl Gares
Lucidas Generydes / Generides daughter o f Serenides and 

Amelok
maid Sir Degrevant Melidor’s maid
Mandonet Clariodus sister of Clariodus
Margaret Sir Tryamour Queen of Aragon
Marsabelle Northern Octavian Sultan’s daughter
Matabrunne Helyas Knight o f  the 

Swanne
King’s mother

Matabryne Chevelere Assigne King’s mother
Meliades Clariodus daughter o f King o f England
Melidor Sir Degrevant Earl’s daughter
Melior Partonope ofBlois /  

Partonopeus de Blois
Byzantine fairy queen

Melior William ofPalerne daughter o f Emperor of Rome
Melior Romans o f  Partenay sister o f Melusine
Melusine Romans o f  Partenay gifted daughter of duke
Mirabelle Generydes / Generides maid to Clarionas
mother o f Bevis Beues o f  Hamtoun murders Bevis’s father
mother o f Judas Titus and Vespasian incestuous wife and mother
Oisel Guy o f  Warwick betrothed of Tirri, Guy’s friend
Organata Sir Eglamour daughter o f King o f Sidon
Persewise / Persowis Partonope /Partonopeus cousin to Melior
Princess Sir Gowther daughter of King o f Almayne
Princess of Hungary The Squyr o f  Lowe Degre King’s daughter
Queen of Sicily Ipomadon aunt o f the Fere
Queen of Sicily William o f  Palerne mother of William
Reynild King Horn daughter of Irish King Thurston
Rimnild Horn Childe daughter o f English King Houlac
Rymenhild King Horn daughter o f King o f  Westnesse
Serenides Generydes / Generides unfaithful wife o f Auferius, King 

of India
Sereyne Generydes / Generides mother of Generides
Sidone King Ponthus daughter of Breton King
Sultan’s sister The Three Kings ’ Sons coerced wife of English King
Tryamour Sir Launfal fairy queen
Vienne Paris and Vienne daughter o f the Dauphin
wife of Athelston Athelston Queen of England
wife of Isumbras Sir Isumbras kidnapped wife o f knight
Winglaine Eger and Grime daughter of Earl Bragas
Winliane The History o f  Sir Eger daughter o f Earl Diges
Wrake / Uraque Partonope / Partonopeus sister to Melior
Y sabeau Paris and Vienne Vienne’s maid
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